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Preface

Ten years ago, the International Society of City and Regional Planners (ISOCARP) 
took the initiative to form an Urban Planning Advisory Team (UPAT) for the first 
time. The idea had come into being because hindsight had revealed that too 
often planning processes for difficult tasks of city and regional planning did not 
have access to the independent viewpoint of experienced experts from differ-
ent disciplines. Cities and regions often do not possess the kind of information 
needed to put together appropriate teams for a short-term intensive collabo-
ration on a specific problem, especially not with an international composition. 
This is where the UPAT format comes in: the one-week Think Tanks lead to 
interesting ideas and solutions for difficult tasks and continuing processes.

A group of experienced experts from science, administration and planning 
practice, taken from the Society, can create a rich repertoire of ideas. Creative 
and highly productive teams that can work together for about a week in the 
respective planning areas can be put together in a short time. ISOCARP is a 
global society, which means that experts from all the continents and all rel-
evant problem areas can be called upon to participate. Moreover, an intensive 
collaboration in an international interdisciplinary team is a special challenge 
that experienced and enterprising members of the Society would happily take 
on. The benefits of UPAT participation make it then possible to promote special 
projects within ISOCARP.

The UPATs have become a very successful format. This publication not only 
features the 50th anniversary of ISOCARP, but it also covers the ten-year exis-
tence of the UPAT format with the experiences, findings and perspectives of the 
24 UPATs introduced since its inception. However, in connection with the up-
coming challenges of our discipline, the UPAT experience needs to be organised 
and classified. Therefore, the basis for this publication are the reports from the 
various UPAT cities and regions, as well as the results of a special UPAT sympo-
sium held at ETH Zurich in June/July 2014.

We want to thank everyone who has contributed to the success of the UPAT 
initiative in the last ten years and, in one way or another, contributed to this 
publication.

We would be very pleased when this publication leads to increased participation 
from ISOCARP members and serves to motivate and inspire cities, regions and 
institutions to commission many new UPATs.

						      Martin Dubbeling 
Zurich / The Hague					     Ana Perić 
August 2015						      Bernd Scholl
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UPAT: Bettering Cities around the World

Alfonso Vegara

A UPAT is a truly bottom-up initiative that mobilises the collective planning in-
telligence and experiences of ISOCARP members to help communities acceler-
ate innovation with ideas, concepts and projects. As we celebrate ten years of 
success in bettering cities around the world, let us pause to trace and reflect on 
the origins of the UPAT initiative.

UPAT started as the Urban Task Force (UTF) initiative in 2004. This initiative pro-
vided a mechanism to activate ISOCARP members who then highlighted opportu-
nities and found sponsorship for UTFs. ISOCARP then assembled the UTF teams, 
comprising ISOCARP members who volunteered their time. The team members 
were chosen for their familiarity with the planning issues involved. UTF teams 
were multi-disciplinary and able to give a holistic and objective view of the topic. 

The inaugural UTF in November 2004 offered suggestions to the Regional 
Government of La Rioja, Spain for the development the Alto Cidacos Valley, one 
of the most depressed areas in La Rioja. The Enciso area is an attractive rustic 
rural environment, and one of Europe’s most important sites for prehistoric 
dinosaur icnitas (trace fossils). The existing economic realities notwithstanding, 
the UTF identified an opportunity to develop new activities that could stimulate 
local investment, with the support and expansion of rural tourism and the stra-
tegic development of Enciso as a services centre for the Alto Cidacos valley, as 
well as part of the adjacent Soria province. The UTF was initially conceived, not 
as a work of typical urbanism performed by the professionals of our discipline 
in their daily work, but as a voluntary and experimental contribution to help the 
authorities and citizens explore future opportunities in their territory.

Shortly after La Rioja, the second UTF was convened for Sitges to envision how 
the city could be positioned internationally, moving from being merely a tourist 
town in the vicinity of a city like Barcelona, to becoming a space for attracting 
talent and creative activities. This commitment of ISOCARP to the city of Sitges 
lasted several years and I can say that it has been a relevant experience with a 
major impact on the international positioning of Sitges as a vanguard of spatial 
planning through this partnership with ISOCARP (Fig. 1). This UTF offered sug-
gestions on the optimum usage and urban design of the freed-up strip of rail-
way land; and possible financial arrangements for such a project. It is a project 
that has changed the vision in Catalonia today in relation to the opportunities 
for transforming Sitges into one of the most emblematic tourist destinations in 
Spain.
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The success of the first engagement with Sitges led to four subsequent 
UTF/UPAT projects with the city that were concluded in 2010. During this pe-
riod, various issues relating to a dialogue between Sitges and the surrounding 
municipalities to achieve a more diversified and attractive metropolitan struc-
ture were addressed. These issues included the internal mobility of Sitges and 
its connection with its region, the integration of Sitges with Garraf Natural Park 
and the impact of changes in Barcelona´s urban profile on the emergent op-
portunities for Sitges.

The pioneering UPATs addressed diverse territorial challenges, and reflected 
the potential of a bottom-up initiative by ISOCARP members to provide concepts 
and urban solutions for a specific territory. In particular, this partnership with 
the City of Sitges reveals the potential of UPAT as a fresh, neutral and powerful 
model in helping a city to establish a long-term vision for its urban and ter-
ritorial systems. These efforts have shown that a new dynamism has emerged 
through ISOCARP initiatives, with the ability to integrate local planners in de-
veloping ideas and projects that would otherwise not have been initiated.

As cities continue to take on a leadership role in defining the global economy 
and society, the UPAT initiative will be ever more important in addressing more 
complex problems in the years to come. Building upon the successes of its 
past decade in inspiring solutions for cities around the world, the next chal-
lenge for UPAT in the coming decade would be to address issues that transcend 
traditional administrative boundaries and political structures. By considering 
the new scale of cities when developing urban and metropolitan solutions, we 
can inspire platforms for cities to work collectively together to develop a more 
competitive, cohesive and resilient territory.

Fig. 1:  The ISOCARP 
Executive 
Committee 
meeting with the 
Mayor and the 
planners of Sitges 
in January 2005. 
(Source: ISOCARP)



13

Why UPAT? 
From Problems to Action

Bernd Scholl

1	 Introduction

Urban Planning and Advisory Teams (UPAT), which is a service and format start-
ed by ISOCARP, are invited by host institutions to contribute in solving challeng-
ing, many layered tasks of urban and regional development. For a successful 
result of the collaboration, the composition of the teams, i.e. different academic 
disciplines and cultures and various levels and kinds of experience, should cre-
ate the best possible prerequisites.

The teams have little time: as a rule, just one work week is set aside to get 
an overview of the situation, identify the central problems, develop ideas for a 
solution and present it to the members of the host institution. Writing a mean-
ingful report requires additional time and the report is usually expected some 
weeks after the end of the UPAT week.

Concentrated and intensive collaboration during the UPAT week requires very 
good preparation. Essentially, preparation consists of the identification of cen-
tral tasks and conflicts. An initial exploration through discussions with key 
actors and open attempts at problem solving can achieve this step. The open 
questions that surface from this initial exploration help in reviewing the pre-
pared foundation and, in particular, the formulation of the task assignment. 
An indispensable component of a thorough preparation is an inspection of the 
project area. Experience has taught that several months of advance preparation 
work is necessary in order to achieve a solid foundation: The better the prepa-
ration, the better the results of a UPAT week.

Some are of the opinion that a week is hardly enough time to come to an ad-
vanced result in an interdisciplinary group with different kinds of expertise and 
different mother tongues. They say there is too little time for a proper analysis 
and clarification of the task, never mind agreeing on a cooperative work ar-
rangement.

The experience with the UPAT format and other action-oriented approaches 
demonstrates the contrary. It is possible in one week of concentrated collabora-
tion to develop ideas for a spatial strategy and solutions for difficult problems. 
In order to achieve this, a definitive understanding of planning and an approach 



14

that is built on this understanding is necessary, which will be sketched out in 
the following paragraphs. The central starting points are the spatial problems 
and a judicious approach to them.

2	 Problems

First, it is important to clarify the term ‘problem’, which goes back to the Greek 
πρόβλημα, próblema and designates a proposed task, a question of conflict. 
However, the term also means a promontory overlooking the sea that creates 
dangerous shallow waters; the navigation of the seacoast important for sur-
vival has thus become a synonym for a heavy struggle with the task at hand. 
The philosopher Karl Popper understands problems simply as ‘unsolved dif-
ficult tasks’, whose solution takes place through ‘speculative hypotheses and 
refutation’. He proves, in an example about human understanding, that a prob-
lem can only be understood against its background. According to Popper (1972: 
174), this background “is made up of at least one language, whose use regularly 
touches on theories, and from many theoretical suppositions, which, for a quick 
glance, are not questioned. A problem, together with its background (...) forms 
what I call a problem situation.”

Personally, I use the term ‘problem’ in spatial planning as a synonym for ‘dif-
ficult, unsolved, spatially relevant tasks’. A spatial planning problem is then: a 
difficult unsolved spatial planning task along with its background. This connection 
is of eminent practical importance for the solution of complex tasks. For the 
solution of problems, it is implicit that a background must be established, which 
makes it possible to identify, understand, and solve problems at all.

A too strong work division at the beginning of planning project, as can be ob-
served directly in the treatment of complex planning tasks, is not conducive for 
finding integrated solutions. One of the usual work divisions is made up of ex-
tensive, consecutive tasks in which various actors, by discipline, investigate the 
‘state’ of the inventory, analyses, the formulation of goals, and the development 
of measures to be assigned. This approach leads to fractures and interruptions 
in the clarification process.

A further consideration of relative importance for solving difficult spatial plan-
ning problems is not to wait too long before starting on the first attempts at 
solutions. Only when one tries to solve the problem alone, can one discover the 
task’s inherent difficulties, knock-on problems and open questions. It is impor-
tant, to penetrate the decision-relevant problems as early as possible. If these 
are not discovered and posed right at the beginning, there is the danger that 
precious resources can be wasted because answers are often sought in areas 
that can be proven to be unimportant in relation to the important decisions.

Accurate questioning could bring preconceived notions about possible solutions 
to falter and reveal a false security. This proves that when competent question-
ing is applied in spatial planning, mostly to our own attempts to solve a given 
problem, it can materialise any misconceptions and therefore must be allowed 
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from the beginning. In the sciences, it is often claimed that finding the right 
question is more than half of the entire effort. Analogue would thus be a good 
formulation of a task is more than half of the work.

Here, seen methodologically, is where the UPAT format comes in. The one-
week time limit forces all the unessential things out and focuses on penetrat-
ing to the core of the task, i.e. the problem. Ideas for solutions are the fore-
ground, including the connections in the basic argumentation, the clarification 
through appropriate principle sketches, the combination of important quanti-
ties and, naturally, the critical time aspect. One may not use any deceptions. To 
penetrate to the core of the problem and manage useful solutions in one short 
week obviously needs a much longer preparation period.

3	 Actions

Spatial planning is a problem-oriented discipline, and at the core, most prob-
lems can be traced back to problems of decision-making. One task is to clarify 
the main possibilities open to spatially relevant decisions and actions.

What are the basic options for action? What conditions should be observed? For 
example, if one assumes there are sufficient financial resources available for 
specific plans and then it turns out that no money has been reserved for them, 
the reason for this oversight should always be the first question. What side 
effects and consequences might arise as a result? Once an option has been 
selected, the question of how to implement it brings up operational questions: 
who should do what with which resources and by when?

The answers to difficult problems, which, of course, are not limited to spatial 
planning, are not immediately obvious and require, at least in part, longer pro-
cesses to work them out. Intended improvements are often implemented years 
and sometimes even decades later. Extensive infrastructure plans in the area 
of roads and railways, airport expansions and the transformation of settlement 
areas in urban and regional contexts can deliver clear descriptive examples.

Spatial planning and spatial development are all about initiating decisions that 
will help solve difficult spatially important tasks while under the restraints of 
working with continually limited resources, such as time, personnel, knowl-
edge, finances, etc. Decisions are always made about actions, not about the 
impact of the action. However, whether the desired impact and consequences 
will actually take place or whether an undesirable impact and consequences 
can be avoided, cannot be ‘decided’ beforehand.

The clarification and solution of spatially important tasks should serve the goal 
of increasing the possibilities of the use of space. The future organisation and 
design of living space should not limit the opportunities for the existence, be-
haviour and experience of its users, rather the opposite, to encourage their 
unfolding. The reality of the space and the orientation of the intended spatial 
development thus form the framework. In addition, the existing, and expected, 
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spatial conflicts and the conflicts that arise in the course of planning must be 
carefully observed. Exploration, clarification and resolution of spatial conflicts 
also belong to the tasks of spatial planning and, in part, can bring complex 
problems to the forefront. Physical interventions to solve these kinds of prob-
lems are one means, but in no way the only means. In all the solutions to spa-
tially important tasks, it is imperative to pay close attention to finding a solution 
that has a very economical approach to the use of land, which is in short supply 
and is not a renewable resource.

How does one move from problems to suggestions for action? The better the 
possible treatment is prepared, the more effective the result. Maxims can help 
clarify the effects and consequences of treatments that are being considered 
through testing and making the planning argumentation as clear as pos-
sible. Moreover, maxims can help avoid traps in argumentation (Signer, 2015). 
According to Maurer (1995), someone who knows about maxims and does not 
need them is better off than someone who needs them and does not know them.

In the book Higher Education in Spatial Planning (Scholl, 2012), I presented the 
most important maxims from my point of view. I want to highlight three of them 
at this point: the three-cycle maxim, the three-level rule and the maxim on 
mixing codes.

4	 The Three-Cycle Maxim

One could sum up this methodological principle in one maxim: create clarifica-
tion processes in such a way that complex assignments can be processed in 
three cycles of roughly equal length. It is much more effective to start quickly 
with the first attempts at finding solutions, even with incomplete information, 
and test them afterwards, than it is to spend too much time gathering useless 
descriptive information.

Only those who try to solve a difficult problem by themselves can understand 
it properly. Further questions and information gaps become clear to them. For 
many, this is an uncomfortable process, while others are under the illusion that 
more information will give them more certainty in finding solutions. This, unfor-
tunately, is not the case. On the contrary, putting off attempts at solutions usu-
ally leads to more time pressure and can lead to superficiality once the heart of 
the problem is reached.

The above maxim invites us to develop a rough result in the first cycle and to 
think through the realisation of these suggested results, then to further explore 
the critical or fundamental parts of the results in the second cycle and to make 
corrections and improvements (in the presentation) during the third cycle, in 
particular, to reserve time for the unforeseen.

The three-cycle maxim stimulates learning through exploration. Exploring so-
lutions is closely connected to the willingness to get involved in adventurous, 
playful ways of learning. When a creative hypothesis is offered as a solution to 
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a problem, there should be enough time to test it and if necessary, to reject it 
in order to try a new approach. Children learn an incredible amount in a short 
time this way. Trying several times must also be possible in an academic envi-
ronment.

The three-cycle maxim also fulfils the demand to be able, after sufficient incu-
bation time, to carry solutions inside one’s self, to be able to discuss it critically 
with a group and then, strengthened by criticism, to be able to present it to 
people outside the group. We encourage this way of working, dividing the time 
available into three cycles, and at the end of each cycle creating occasions at 
which the progress of each team can be checked.

It makes sense to structure the UPAT week in the proposed way. At the first 
event, i.e. the workshop discussion, it is mainly about the participants of UPAT  
putting questions to the Steering Committee. All kinds of questions are allowed. 
At the second event, the interim results of the UPAT team are presented in the 
plenum. Approaches and suggestions for solutions, as well as the presenta-
tion itself, receive comments, criticism and feedback from the entire Steering 
Committee. At the final presentation, the solution stands or falls on the quality 
of its arguments and judgement of the critics, often the Steering Committee.

5	 The Three-Level Rule

Architects and engineers are used to applying different scales to conceive and 
design a construction project. This has also proven to be true for planning de-
signs. As a rule, three different levels of scale are important: an overview level, 
a concept level and a consolidation level.

Proposals for solutions should be able to be evaluated separately from the over-
view, as well as in connection to other significant overarching subject areas. At 
the same time, a central element of the solution must be tested to find out 
what difficulties must be overcome if the solution is implemented. This not only 
concerns material questions, but also questions of organisation and finances, 
for example. In order to prove the conclusiveness and feasibility of the concept, 
a change of point of reference is an absolute necessity. The three levels that 
need to be considered in this context are overview, concept and consolidation. 
One could call it the ‘three-level rule’. Achieving the ability to move in different 
levels more or less simultaneously within one week will help the participants 
out of the traps of non-committal generalities or of getting lost in the details.

6	 Maxim of Mixing Codes: Words, Pictures and Numbers

I consider this maxim to be very important because of the following: 1) the 
codes are different and speak to the different perception channels of the ad-
dressees in relation to solution suggestions, and 2) this maxim helps planners 
come closer to problems through different access channels and to test how 
difficult circumstances can be presented through simple words, images and 
quantities.
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Because solutions in our field have to be submitted in the form of decision 
guidelines to the most diverse groups in the decision-making process, it is im-
portant that outsiders can understand the solution process and the solution 
itself through conclusive argumentation. In contrast to other fields, such argu-
ments have to be without insider jargon. The more far-reaching the planning 
decisions are, the more ‘political’ they are and must be understood by lay peo-
ple and politicians.

Planning argumentation should therefore not only consist of conclusive and 
consistent reasoning, it should also render a translation service from jargon 
(expert language) into the everyday speech that is the common language. 
Research has been dedicated to this aspect of communication. Practically 
speaking, it is recommended that in addition to the written and spoken word 
for argumentation, illustrative pictures and important numbers should also 
be presented. In this way, the different perception senses of the audience are 
stimulated, which leads to more attentiveness.

To stay with this image, the UPAT team is encouraged to take different positions 
for analysing and solving tasks. During the UPAT week, it becomes apparent 
that not everyone involved understands all the statements, pictures and num-
bers. Every form of coding has its own challenges. This is often obvious in spo-
ken language, because it is the most immediate form of exchanging informa-
tion. Therefore, learning to create clear graphic representations and principle 
sketches to illustrate complicated topics is one of the more difficult elementary 
tasks in training for our field. Graphic tools and charts should not be too super-
ficial, nor should they use too much, let alone unnecessary, information.

Good graphic representations in the planning profession should have a level of 
abstraction that does not reduce the clarity of the message. What is important? 
What can be left out? What should be the focus of attention? These questions 
are reminiscent of basic methodological questions. Graphic representations 
therefore often reflect the current status of clarity. When the graphics are con-
fusing, the planning argumentation usually is too. Therefore, it is worthwhile 
to pay close attention to the development of the graphical language. An im-
portant characteristic of simple graphics consists of thinking in ‘forms’ or as 
Dörner (1996) puts it: in ‘unreduced totalities’ in order to cope with complexity. 
Caution needs to be exercised here; abstraction is good for the overview, but it 
can reduce illustrational capacity. Therefore, it is very important to organise the 
interplay between abstraction and concreteness. This example makes it clear 
that good graphic representations are always created on a fine line. Modern 
aids allow the representation of groups of subject areas in different layers and 
at least make this task a little easier.

It has been mentioned that using numbers in argumentation is essential. During 
a UPAT week, the use and estimation of important quantities should be stimu-
lated. How much floor space is needed for what kinds of use? How much traffic 
could be expected? How many parking spaces will be necessary and, of course, 
what are the estimated costs of the individual arrangements? Quantitative in-
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formation is needed to consider suggestions and make decisions for many 
spatial planning situations. Through simple simulations with programmes for 
table calculation, most of the numbers needed for a complicated planning task 
can be quickly obtained. In this context, the danger of anchoring and adjust-
ment has to be avoided.

7	 Conclusion: UPATs Open Eyes and Doors

Extraordinary organisation and a challenging task are of central importance 
for the success of UPATs. The success of a UPAT can be measured by whether 
it has managed to arrive at an on-going handling and decision process. The ex-
amples in the Epilogue demonstrate this impressively. Perhaps one can sum-
marise it thus: UPAT is an eye-opener for the difficult problems of spaces of 
regional or national importance and a ‘door-opener’ for further actions with 
adequate procedures. It is first and foremost the starting element in a series 
of actions and decisions in order to solve complex spatially relevant problems.
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Expert Advisory Platforms: A Critical Analysis of 
Collaborative Planning Procedures

Ana Perić

1	 Introduction

For the first time in the world’s history, the majority of mankind lives in urban 
areas. Hence, we must be aware of new terms related to human settlements. 
According to biologists Crutzen and Stoermer (2000), we live in the ‘anthropo-
cene age’. Moreover, some authors agree that today’s man is a sort of ‘homo 
urbanus’ (Tibaijuka, Maseland & Moor, 2004). A shift in human habitat towards 
urban living brings great challenges for the sustainable development of cities, 
as well as for the prosperity of their citizens. In other words, the human race 
is supposed to cope with complex spatial problems in order to reach sustain-
ability. The critical question that arises here is: How to deal with complexity in a 
rapidly urbanising world? The possible answer is that we need different ‘lenses’ 
for looking at spatial problems. Furthermore, we can assume that different 
ways of thinking demand different ways of planning from what is considered a 
traditional planning model (Healey in Perić, 2014). More precisely, over the pre-
vious two decades, spatial and urban planning has been based on the principles 
of communication, collaboration and cooperation among numerous stakehold-
ers (Healey, 1991, 1997, 1998; Rydin, 1994; Innes, 1994, 1996). 

Keeping the ‘communicative turn’ in planning theory in mind, i.e. the shift of 
focus from the planning product towards the planning process, it is interesting 
to have a look at planning practice. In addition to observing the communication 
among a number of interested parties, it is of particular importance to deter-
mine the level of continuous interaction between planners and other stakehold-
ers. Therefore, the subject of this paper is collaborative planning procedures in 
planning practice as revealed through the actions of the most prominent profes-
sional organisations.1 Most of these organisations have special units assigned 
to finding innovative planning solutions for complex spatial problems in a co-
operative way. This article focuses on a comparative overview of the following 
platforms, selected on the basis of their influence, tradition and spatial scope:

-- The Urban Planning Advisory Team (UPAT), ISOCARP (International Society 
of City and Regional Planners)

-- The Implementation Lab (IL), IFHP (International Federation of Housing and 
Planning)

-- Advisory Services (AS), ULI (Urban Land Institute)

Mahdokht Soltaniehha
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The main mission of these three associations can be defined as follows: The 
UPAT performs as an expert group to diagnose problems in different cities and 
regions, counsel the local authorities and experts, and deliver the best options 
for solving such problems.2 The IL promotes ideas on understanding human 
settlement issues in a changing world,3 while AS provide practical solutions for 
difficult land use issues.4

Hence, we can assume that these platforms have similar goals. However, each 
‘case’ actually requires a unique strategy taken from the wide-ranging plan-
ning approaches for addressing urban and regional issues. Therefore, the pa-
per aims at elucidating the main similarities and differences in collaborative 
planning approaches of the UPAT, IL and AS in relation to collaborative plan-
ning methods. In general, a comparison of different advisory planning teams’ 
actions is a challenging idea, however, some parameters can be compared 
relatively easily among the selected platforms, such as: the organisation of the 
planning process, topics, objectives, and outcomes. In other words, this arti-
cle aims at clarifying the principles, performance and results of collaborative 
planning platforms. 

The paper is structured as follows. After a general introduction on the research 
subject and goal, the main features of a collaborative planning paradigm as a 
theoretical background of the research are briefly presented. The central part 
of the article describes the main characteristics, i.e. the organisation of the 
planning process, topics, objectives, and outcomes of the three chosen expert 
advisory platforms: UPAT, IL and AS. This is followed by a discussion on the 
similarities and differences that leads to identifying particular features of the 
advisory platforms that correspond to a communicative and collaborative plan-
ning approach. 

2	 Collaborative Planning Paradigm: A Background of 
Contemporary Planning Practice

Collaborative planning is deeply rooted in the context of communicative man-
agement as a process of debate among the stakeholders involved. The term 
debate is mainly understood in two ways: as an inclusive argumentation, i.e. a 
public judgment that takes the contributions of all the members of the political 
community into account, or as collaboration, i.e. a process in which stakehold-
ers jointly search for actions and strategies (Healey, 1995). Furthermore, com-
municative management is devoid of any influence of power, rather the entire 
management process is based on the force of arguments, rational dialogue 
and consensus. Thus, the formal positions and power sources become less im-
portant – all participants are treated equally in the process of communicative 
management (Allmendinger, 2002).

The theory of communicative action by Habermas (1984, 1987) is the theoretical 
basis for the legitimisation of planning practices that increasingly acknowledge 
the interests of various groups. Habermas proposes a transparent, unfettered, 
‘ideal’ communication between the actors, who are equal participants in the 
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planning process and who acknowledge each other’s basic social equality, and 
where the power of arguments, i.e. communicative rationality, predominates. 
Hence, conversation and interactions between the members of different cul-
tural layers are of crucial importance for creating the communicative planning 
paradigm (Sandercock, 1998). Different terms are used to indicate the change 
of planning in terms of increased participation, such as: a communicative-ar-
gumentative turn in planning (Forester, 1989), planning through discussion and 
cooperation (Healey, 1992), communicative planning (Sager, 1994), inclusive 
discourse (Healey, 1995), communicative action and interactive practice (Innes, 
1995), planning through consensus building (Innes, 1996), collaborative plan-
ning (Healey, 1997), discursive practice (Sandercock, 1998), and deliberative 
planning (Forester, 1999), among others.

A collaborative planning model focuses on the redefinition of the relationship 
between the subject of the planning process, a planner, and the object, the en-
vironment within which stakeholders operate, whereby the linear relationship 
of subject–object is changed by the continuous interaction and feedback be-
tween planners and other participants. Hence, the ideology of communicative 
planning is based on intelligent discourse as a medium for overcoming dis-
agreements and conflicts (Allmendinger, 2002). In such a planning process, the 
central role is assigned to the planner who (Ennis, 1997): 

-- Is able to negotiate with other participants
-- Does not stress his own position
-- Does not act on the basis of prejudice
-- Shows inventiveness in the planning approach
-- Stimulates possible new directions for local activities 

 
Interpersonal skills that are required of planners include the ability to pose a 
question and critical listening, both of which make them capable of directing 
the debate. In fact, a meaningful dialogue is the essence of an effective debate. 

One of the basic premises of collaborative planning is to achieve consensus 
around commonly established goals and interests to be further accomplished 
through the planning action (Davoudi & Strange, 2009). During the discursive 
practice, professional planning expertise loses its significance and becomes 
only one of the knowledge forms applied in the planning communication with 
other stakeholders. Thus, instead of expertise, planning is based on ‘practical 
wisdom’, i.e. knowledge that is not necessarily scientific, but also includes expe-
riential, contextual and intuitive knowledge (Sandercock, 1998). More precisely, 
the planning process should not only help ensure the participation of the local 
community, it should also secure its constant empowerment. In other words, 
planning should be recognised as an activity focused on the negotiation process 
among stakeholders with various interests and cultural backgrounds. In addi-
tion to this, we should endeavour to create a planning process that does not 
promote the public interest, as this can exclude the differences (Allmendinger, 
2002). Instead, planning in a multicultural context requires new forms of multi-
cultural literacy (Sandercock, 1998).
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3	 Expert Advisory Platforms 

The central part of the article presents an overview of the expert collaborative 
platforms, UPAT, IL and AS, which inspire and stimulate sustainable urban en-
vironments. Using the lens of a communicative planning approach, the follow-
ing parameters are covered: the organisation of the planning process, topics, 
objectives, and outcomes. 

3.1  The Organisation of the Planning Process 

In terms of organising the planning process, all the selected platforms are es-
tablished as collaborative practices, whereby the experts of UPAT, IL and AS 
act as facilitators of planning communication between other stakeholders, 
mainly local experts and responsible government authorities. In fact, linking 
up local knowledge with external expertise can improve problem-solving and 
decision-making procedures. In this overview, we focus on the following central 
questions: What are the major responsibilities of the team members? How do 
the advisory teams manage to collaborate with local stakeholders? What is the 
time schedule?

UPAT. The central idea of an Urban Planning Advisory Team workshop is to 
gather a rapid response team of professionals to address specific urban or re-
gional planning issues within just one week of intense discussion. The team 
consists of international planners with world-class knowledge and experience 
in the planning sector, who are also ISOCARP members (Fernández Mejía, 
2007). The UPAT is characterised by differentiated roles in the team, such as: 

-- The Team Leader, who is in charge of organising the communicative plan-
ning process among the team members.

-- The Rapporteur, who writes up the final results of the workshop as a report.
-- The Local Coordinator, who links the ideas and approaches of the UPAT 

members and their local counterparts.
-- The Senior Planners, a group of five to seven experienced professionals who 

serve as advisors.
 
A group of young planning professionals (YPP) and a local organising commit-
tee (LOC) complement the core team. The client is often a municipality that 
hopes to benefit from an international review of the local planning approaches 
to the spatial problems under discussion5 (ISOCARP UPAT Principles, n.d.). One 
of the advantages the host city receives when organising a UPAT workshop is 
a tailor-made solution to an issue put forward by the municipality. The UPAT 
members work closely with local urban planners, making it possible for them 
to see how the international team faces and tackles the issue.6 A UPAT work-
shop lasts from five to seven days. After the site visit, meeting with planning 
officials and other stakeholders, taking note of available documents and data, 
a final presentation of the outcome to the interested local participants usually 
takes place on the last day of the workshop, followed by a press statement or a 
conference, as dissemination activities (Fernández Mejía, 2007).
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IL. The Implementation Labs of IFHP are laboratories that share and produce 
expert and experiential knowledge on specific local practical issues.7 In particu-
lar, an Implementation Lab is a workshop focusing on multifunctional and in-
tensive land use. An IL can be hosted by a city, region or institution, which must 
clearly identify the urban problem for the participants. In addition to organis-
ing the site visit, the host unit is also in charge of preparing all the necessary 
documents as aids in obtaining integral and objective advice from the group of 
experts selected for that specific IL (Implementation Lab, n.d.). In terms of the 
time schedule, the basic form for an IL consists of five main phases:

1.	 Pre-meeting preparation to identify the sites and key areas of concern by 
the host organisation and to prepare and distribute the dossiers with back-
ground material

2.	 Site visits to establish context
3.	 Plenary sessions to include invited speakers
4.	 Working sessions to formulate concrete suggestions for the sites, as well as 

recommendations on policy development
5.	 Concluding plenary session
 
Except the first phase, all other phases together take one week (Implementation 
Lab, n.d.). 

AS. As the ULI covers a wide-range of professionals from various domains 
and, more importantly, various sectors (private, public, and civil), the Advisory 
Services panel consists not only of planners and architects, but also: 

-- Industry leaders from a broad range of backgrounds and disciplines:  
developers, funders, market analysts, economists, etc.

-- Public officials
-- Community development corporations

 
Together with prospective sponsors, including local governments, private de-
velopers, community representatives, and other types of organisations, AS 
members address the most challenging real estate and land use issues fac-
ing communities today, volunteering their time and expertise (Thoerig & Stern, 
2013). However, the sponsors play a central role in the success of the AS pro-
gramme. From the very beginning, sponsors work with the ULI staff to develop 
a unique panel programme. Furthermore, sponsors participate in all aspects of 
planning: from defining the panel scope, assignment and development of back-
ground materials and resources for panellists, to identifying local resources 
and stakeholders for the panel to interview (Advisory Services, n.d). In a con-
centrated one-week effort, the panels bring together the best and brightest 
from ULI’s diverse membership in order to provide practical solutions to com-
plex spatial problems (Thoerig & Stern, 2013). More precisely, the panel spends 
the week on the following activities: site visit, interviewing stakeholders, explor-
ing options and debating potential solutions before making their final recom-
mendations (Advisory Services, n.d). 


