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ABSTRACT
This article focuses on the planning–technology nexus. Recent work
explores the potential of digital technology in overcoming the
longstanding limitations of a lack of public engagement and citizen
empowerment in the planning process. In August 2020, the
Government published a White Paper to democratize, digitize, and
digitalize the planning system. We interrogate whether these radical
reforms constitute a ‘planning revolution’ or an ‘attack on planning’; we
focus on two important issues: democratic deficit and digital divide. The
article examines how statements about digitization and digitalization
may meet the Government’s desire to make the planning process more
inclusive (i.e. equitable, fair, just) by empowering greater numbers of
people to influence planning decisions for their local communities. In
this agenda-setting article, we reflect on the English planning
landscape; more broadly, we critically reflect on the values and political
rhetoric involved in embracing technological innovations, and how
these intersect with societal concerns.
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Epigraphs

Robert Jenrick, Secretary of State for Housing, Communities and Local Government

We are moving away from notices on lamp posts [or printed in newspapers, and policy documents posted in
libraries] to an interactive and accessible map-based online system – placing planning at the fingertips of
people. The planning process will be brought into the 21st century. Communities will be reconnected to a
planning process that is supposed to serve them, with residents more engaged over what happens in their
areas. While the current system excludes residents who don’t have the time to contribute to the lengthy
and complex planning process, local democracy and accountability will now be enhanced by technology.
(cited in MHCLG 2020, 8, our insert)

Hugh Ellis, Director of Policy, Town and Country Planning Association

The Planning White Paper fails to lay the foundations for a democratic and effective planning system … If
there is one headline to take from the White Paper, it is that the proposed new system would not deliver
on its claim to democratise planning … The problem is that far from ‘democratising planning’, the White
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Paper positively reduces democratic accountability and the individual rights of the citizen to participate. (Ellis
2020, 297, 301)

Kiera Chapman, Malcom Tait and Andy Inch, Planning scholars

The Planning for the Future White Paper proposes a new role for technology in planning. The idea that we
need a more user-friendly, public-facing interface for local planning websites is broadly welcome …However,
a closer examination indicates that the government is proposing a far deeper shift: towards an automated,
data-driven future that could transform planning in far-reaching and potentially troubling ways. (Chapman,
Tait, and Inch 2020, 307)

Introduction

The above epigraphs, from the Minister responsible for planning, a planning policy expert, and
planning scholars, typify many of the contemporary debates around the future increased role of
digital technologies in planning. In historical context, ‘urban planning has transitioned through
various paradigms since its inception as a profession in the UK’ (Devlin 2020, 59). On the latest
transition, Potts (2020) discusses Planning 3.0, whereby information and communication technol-
ogies (ICT) are creating a ‘paradigm shift’ in planning practice. Planning 3.0 is different from pre-
vious planning paradigms due to its ‘reliance and use of ICTs to increasingly support a more
interactive, intelligent, self-organising, and interconnected planning practice’ (Potts 2020, 273).
In many ways – in the UK and internationally – technologies (e.g. web forums, social media, digital
maps and other interactive tools) are used to support engagement; moreover, there are ambitions to
augment or automate parts of the planning system. The UK Government’s White Paper1 on plan-
ning reform for England cites many of the participatory opportunities presented by the concept of
Planning 3.0, while also reducing the opportunities for democratic involvement in planning. In this
piece, we unpack the broader uptake of digital technologies – discussed through the lens of pro-
posed planning reform in England – and identify specific areas in need of consideration concerning
a democratic deficit and the digital divide. Moving beyond the case in question, this paper offers
broader observations and insights into the role of digital technology in planning of relevance to
an international audience. Debates on digital technology changing the role of professional planners
and planning systems is not limited to England. Rather, the planning–technology nexus is a global
phenomenon deserving of more academic attention.

This article fuses live debates in planning theory and practice with contemporary planning
reforms. We critically explore expressed value statements, rhetoric, and the implications of these
and explore how developments in digitization and digitalization2 align with the UK Government’s
attempt to make the planning process appear more democratic (i.e. equitable, fair, just) by encoura-
ging greater numbers of people to engage with and, more importantly, shape planning decisions
affecting where they live. This is particularly pertinent during the time of writing where Covid-
19 lockdowns restrictions rendered in-person approaches to engagement impracticable or imposs-
ible (i.e. unsafe). Resultantly, many of these opportunities for meeting have shifted online (MHCLG
2020; Milz and Gervich 2021). Our analysis has three parts. First, we examine the literature on plan-
ning and technology; we then unpack the Government’s planning reforms; and in turn, we reflect
on reactions to the ‘planning revolution’ from two perspectives: the potential for a democratic
deficit, and difficulties that are introduced due to unequal access to and knowledge of digital tech-
nologies – the so-called digital divide. Our paper concludes with some reflections on the future of
the planning–technology nexus.

Context and framing

In January 2020, the Policy Exchange think tank published Rethinking the Planning System for the
Twenty-first Century. The opening lines accept that the English planning system has an important
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role to play in the regulation of capital and land markets and, more broadly, that it is critical to an
effective economy and stable society. Onwards, however, the report is critical of the English plan-
ning system.3 The authors argue it ‘has little relevance to the country’s 21st century liberalised econ-
omy and society facing continuous change’ requiring ‘urgent need of wholesale reform’ (Airey and
Doughty 2020, 8). A response to the recommended reform came in August 2020 when the Secretary
of State for Housing, Communities and Local Government announced ‘the biggest shake-up of the
planning system [in England] for 70 years’ (Grylls 2021; our insert). The White Paper argues the
planning system is ‘outdated’ and ‘ineffective’, and the Government proposes to correct the issues
they see with the planning system (namely to ‘build the homes we all need’). This approach has
stimulated academic, political and media debate. Public pronouncements from Government
officials talk up a ‘planning revolution’ (Houghton 2020; Rentoul 2020). However, others read
the ‘radical reforms’ (MHCLG 2020) more critically with accusations of a ‘bonfire of regulations’
(Macfarlane 2020) and an ‘attack on planning’ (Toynbee 2020). Clearly, there is disagreement on
the legitimacy of the plans to democratize, digitize and digitalize the English planning system,
and it has reenergised debates on the relationship between digital technology, public participation
and democratic involvement in planning practice (Devlin 2020; Kitchin, Young, and Dawkins 2021;
Weise, Wilson, and Vigar 2020; Wilson, Tewdwr-Jones, and Comber 2019).

Theorizing planning and technology

Planning–democracy mix

Rzeszewski and Kotus (2019, 56) inform, ‘[i]n the field of spatial planning, the issue of public par-
ticipation is increasingly important’. Across international planning space, five decades of exper-
iments with citizen engagement and empowerment in the planning process reveal ‘a variable
degree of success’ (Jankowski et al. 2019, 512; also Haklay, Jankowski, and Zwoliński 2018; Hem-
mersam et al. 2015; Milz and Gervich 2021; Levenda et al. 2020). Back in the late 1960s, Arnstein
(1969) argued public participation is the ‘cornerstone of democracy’. In the UK, a frequent criticism
is that the participation process is ‘hard to understand’ and ‘engage with’ (Baker, Coaffee, and
Sherriff 2007; on these and other limitations in Poland see Jankowski et al. 2019; in America see
Milz and Gervich 2021). Although more collaborative and participatory approaches have been
introduced into the planning process, the role of and mechanisms used for engaging the public
in planning remain in a state of ‘constant flux’ (Wilson, Vigar, and Tewdwr-Jones 2020). For
our interest, a persistent problem is the ‘difficulty of including more disadvantaged and less articu-
late groups’ (Ertiö 2015, 303), from historical ‘have-nots’ (Arnstein 1969) to contemporary ‘silent
citizens’ (Boland, Fox-Rogers, and McKay 2020). Those marginalized, excluded, and powerless –
through structural barriers relating to age, gender, sexuality, or educational, class, racial, political
background, plus people who choose not to be involved for personal reasons. To vocalize those
unheard voices, it is vital to ‘listen to, and engage with, subjects beyond the usual suspects’
(Kaika 2017, 94). On this, Baker, Coaffee, and Sherriff (2007, 89) cite the ‘importance of inclusive-
ness’ and the ‘right to a voice in spatial planning processes’ particularly for ‘hard to reach groups’
and ‘those who rarely take part’.

A longstanding problem is that methods of participatory planning can sometimes fail to high-
light opportunities for citizen involvement. Public meetings and consultation exercises have been
criticized by some as being unsuitable, unwieldy, remote, even tokenistic, and sometimes charac-
terized by tensions between professional experts and community members (Baker, Coaffee, and
Sherriff 2007; Gordon, Schirra, and Hollander 2011). For Goldstein et al. (2015, 1286), this necessi-
tates more inclusive planning to ‘enable people to tell stories of what change means to them’. On
this, Moraci et al. (2018, 2, 14) speak of the ‘participation of citizen groups’ and a bottom-up
approach to planning that is sensitized to the ‘needs of the population’. For them, effective planning
‘requires intensive cooperation, public awareness and citizen engagement’ (Moraci et al. 2018, 16).
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While Davoudi argues that ‘listening to the silent voices requires more proactive and imaginative
ways of engaging with people… [yet] formal procedures of planning… [can] disregard… the value
of people’s everyday life experiences’ (cited in Cooper 2017, 29–30, our inserts).

Thus, a key consideration is to extend participation, both in numbers and composition, to those
not typically involved in the planning process. However, ‘simply inviting the public to participate is
insufficient for fostering legitimate and sustainable public engagement’ (Gordon, Schirra, and Hol-
lander 2011, 506). Rather, ‘silent citizens’must have the power to influence local planning decisions
(Boland, Fox-Rogers, and McKay 2020; Jankowski et al. 2019). Going back to Arnstein (1969), this
involves not just looking at levels of involvement, but rather the quality of involvement and genuine
impact this has on plan-making. Importantly, digital technology has, over time, been introduced
into the planning–democracy mix across international planning space to broaden involvement in
planning decision-making (Batty 2021; Levenda et al. 2020; Milz and Gervich 2021; Kitchin,
Young, and Dawkins 2021; Porter et al. 2019; Rzeszewski and Kotus 2019; Young, Kitchin, and
Naji 2021). However, as Jankowski et al. (2019, 513) report, ‘despite numerous potential benefits,
online methods might not be, after all, a panacea for … improving the quality of public partici-
pation processes’. In Poland they identify a ‘demographic bias’ with online participation skewed
towards the ‘young/ technologically savvy’ and against the aged/ less educated resulting in a ‘digital
divide’, caused by a lack of access to or knowledge of how to use Internet-enabled technologies (also
Cavallo, Lynch, and Scull 2014). Similarly, in Ireland, Young, Kitchin, and Naji (2021) identify the
variable proficiencies and requirements of different types of technology users (i.e. novices, end-
users and advanced users). This note of caution is central to our analytical framework.

Digital turn

There is an important historical context to the use of various technologies in city life4 around the
world (for overviews see Ash, Kitchin, and Leszczynski 2018; Batty 2021; Foth et al. 2009; Gordon,
Schirra, and Hollander 2011; Kitchin 2014; Porter et al. 2019). Post-2000 ushered in a digital turn
(Ash, Kitchin, and Leszczynski 2018), as the debate over public participation and citizen empow-
erment focused on ICT (Hanzl 2007; McCall and Dunn 2012; Milz and Gervich 2021). Batty
(2021, 525) explains the ‘millennium really does mark a major transition to a society based on
many computable devices from the phone to the supercomputer but also with the embedding of
computers into the very fabric of society itself’. Rzeszewski and Kotus (2019, 56) refer to this as
the ‘intersection between social processes and spatial technology’. The methods used to engage
people moved online through hand-held digital technologies, especially mobile phones (Atzman-
storfer et al. 2014; Desouza and Bhagwatwar 2012; Ertiö 2015; Rinner 2005). Evans-Cowley
(2010, 136) explains, ‘‘always-on’ technologies… have changed the way that the public interacts
with the city’. Digital devices, Government 2.0, open data, citizen applications (apps),5 Web 2.0
paradigm of web-based interfaces, radically recalibrated how people navigate the natural and
built environment and how they understand and make sense of cityspaces (Atzmanstorfer et al.
2014; Barns 2016; Ertiö 2015). Today, bottom-up approaches like street computing6 (Robinson
et al. 2012) allow residents, shoppers, visitors, tourists etc. to access a mass of real-time
data,7 that is, urban informatics (Unsworth, Forte, and Dilworth 2014), platform urbanism
(Barns 2019), city dashboards (Young, Kitchin, and Naji 2021) – about what is happening in the
city. Aside from retrieving information (on buses, trains, nightlife, tourist attractions, etc.), smart-
phone users provide real-time feedback on these very issues (e.g. updates on delayed services, car
crashes, even acts of criminality and terrorism). Through creating, sharing, and using this infor-
mation, ‘spatial citizens’ help to ‘document the city’ as consumers and ‘prosumers’/‘documentar-
ians’ of urban data (Atzmanstorfer et al. 2014; Evans-Cowley 2010, 2012). Smartphone citizens
(Barns 2016; Devlin 2020) ‘no longer passively receive information, but instead partake in content
creation’ (Cavallo, Lynch, and Scull 2014, 77)8 adopting ‘a more active role in the evolution of their
cities’ (Robinson et al. 2012, 2).

4 P. BOLAND ET AL.



Technology and planning

Planning has a ‘requirement to produce solutions to physical, economic and social problems’
(Geertman and Stillwell 2020, 1). The introduction of digital technology has contributed to how
this role is performed. This is particularly true concerning residents’ involvement in the production
of planning solutions for problems in their local areas. Levenda et al. (2020, 345) posit that digital
technology is understood as ‘a boon for increasing civic participation’. Moreover, rhetorically at
least, it helps to deliver ‘democratic goals’ (Ertiö 2015). Such as enhanced dialogue between plan-
ners and residents, pellucidus decision-making, public participation and citizen empowerment
(Desouza and Bhagwatwar 2012; Kitchin 2014). On this, Manuel and Vigar (2021, 13) reiterate
the importance that digital ‘methods are to be genuinely inclusive and deliberative’.

Planning systems have become more digital around the world. For example, in America (Brown
et al. 2014; Cavallo, Lynch, and Scull 2014; Milz and Gervich 2021; Unsworth, Forte, and Dilworth
2014), Poland (Jankowski et al. 2019; Rzeszewski and Kotus 2019), Australia (Foth et al. 2009; Por-
ter et al. 2019), Norway (Hemmersam et al. 2015), Canada (Levenda et al. 2020; Tenney and Sieber
2016), Greece (Pak, Chua, and Vande Moere 2017; Psaltoglou and Vakali 2021), Germany
(Dembski et al. 2020), Finland, Brazil, Italy (Haklay, Jankowski, and Zwoliński 2018; Porter et al.
2019) and Ireland (Kitchin, Young, and Dawkins 2021; Young, Kitchin, and Naji 2021). Previous
work from Foth et al. (2009, 98) argued, ‘new technologies… have the potential to change the prac-
tice of urban planning substantially in terms of communication, collaboration and impact’.
Recently, Potts (2020, 272, 279) reveals, ‘[t]echnology is now involved in practically every part of
contemporary planning practice’, and has ‘empowered stakeholders to interact and engage with
planners and planning issues more than ever before’. In America, Milz and Gervich (2021) dis-
tinguish between planners’ use of asynchronous (e.g. social media) and, less extensively, synchro-
nous (e.g. video conferencing) online technologies (on Poland see Jankowski et al. 2019). In so
doing, they raise an important point for this paper. As Covid-19 has compelled planners to
adopt synchronous technologies, ‘it has revealed a blind spot in our knowledge about the impact
… on participatory planning processes’ (Milz and Gervich 2021, 2). This paper addresses that ‘blind
spot’ through considering the Covid-19 context of digital technology in planning.

The literature contains an interesting colloquy on planning support systems (Devlin 2020; Hanzl
2007; Jiang, Geertman, and Witte 2020; Geertman and Stillwell 2020; Gordon, Schirra, and Hollan-
der 2011) and public participatory planning (Atzmanstorfer et al. 2014; Haklay, Jankowski, and
Zwoliński 2018; McCall and Dunn 2012). Planning support systems (both digital and otherwise)
support planners in their practice (Geertman and Stillwell 2020). For example, Geographic Infor-
mation Systems (GIS) are used with the intention to involve and empower non-experts, less privi-
leged citizens, and disadvantaged groups in the planning process in an attempt to overcome the
dominance of special interests that conventional participation processes tend to attract resulting
in an overlooked ‘silent majority’ (Brown and Kyttä 2014; Brown et al. 2014; Jankowski et al.
2019; Rzeszewski and Kotus 2019). However, it is argued that GIS-led public participatory methods
for planning can ‘potentially reach a larger number of participants or groups that are hard to reach
with more traditional methods’ (Brown and Kyttä 2014, 126). In particular, analysts note the poten-
tial of data mapping and visualization technologies stimulating wider engagement in planning
(Desouza and Bhagwatwar 2012; Foth et al. 2009; Hemmersam et al. 2015; Unsworth, Forte, and
Dilworth 2014; see Table 1).

Sentient, algorithmic, Immersive planning, planning 3.0

Concepts such as sentient planning (Deal et al. 2017), algorithmic planning (Safransky 2020), and
immersive planning (Gordon, Schirra, and Hollander 2011) offer useful lenses for understanding
potential digital applications and specialist practices that utilize technological innovations in artifi-
cial intelligence (AI) and machine learning (ML) approaches. Linking to earlier points, the sentient
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city involves the management and analysis of big data through ubiquitous computing to map,
understand, monitor and inform the future use of cityspaces (Crang and Graham 2007; Kitchin
2014, 2017; Shepard 2009; Thrift 2014). More specifically, Deal et al. (2017, 30) define sentient plan-
ning as the ‘ability to collect, process, learn, contextualise, and present locally significant infor-
mation’. Algorithms and algorithmic behaviour, implemented through using ML technologies,
are central to the configuration of the smart city (Devlin 2020). An algorithm is a set of rules or
procedures followed by calculations to ‘solve a particular problem’, ‘accomplish some end’ or ‘pro-
duce an output’ (Kitchin 2017; Safransky 2020; Tenney and Sieber 2016). Kitchin (2017, 18)
explains that algorithmic behaviour has significant consequences as algorithms ‘shape how we
understand the world and…make the world’. Each day individuals across the world interact
with hundreds, maybe thousands, of algorithms in their daily activities. As with sentient planning,
civic governments acquire and analyse big datasets using algorithmic technologies; then make infer-
ences about the behaviour of communities that inform policy-making on local services, investment
decisions, housing priorities, and more. This is described as governance by algorithm (Tenney and
Sieber 2016) or algorithmic governance (Kitchin 2017). Developing the point, Safransky (2020, 200)
identifies a major transition in urban governance with ‘municipalities … embracing data-driven
analytics and algorithmic planning to assess public and private investment risks and revenue in
urban space’. As we will demonstrate later, the algorithmic shift in planning raises important issues
relating to social justice in the contemporary city.

On immersive planning, Gordon, Schirra, and Hollander (2011, 507) suggest video games and
computer mapping ‘provide lessons about interaction, participation, and engagement’. To repli-
cate the cognitive stimulation required for citizen engagement in spatial planning, digital tech-
nology applications must immerse citizens in the reality of city life: that is ‘sense of being
there’ and ‘feeling of presence’. Immersive technology applications9 aim to create a meaningful
experience that involves interactive, face-to-face, dialogue-driven communication with the public.
Immersive planning practices present a refreshing – digitally synchronous – alternative to citizen
surveys and public meetings. Thus, for Gordon, Schirra, and Hollander (2011, 509), immersive
planning can ‘ma[k]e the public more central to the task of planning where planning is not done
to a community but transpires within it’; in so doing, the public become more engaged with
planning officials. Given this, Hemmersam et al. (2015, 59, 60) point to ‘a potential shift in
‘voice’’ and ‘a much wider set of ‘voices’’ in how the city is analyzed, and a shift in how decisions
are taken over the future of the city (also Atzmanstorfer et al. 2014; Haklay, Jankowski, and Zwo-
liński 2018).

Planning 3.0

The most recent contribution is the emergence of Planning 3.0 (Potts 2020). Moving beyond Web
1.0 and Web 2.0, Web 3.0 (versions 4.0 and 5.0 are in development) introduces more agentic tech-
nologies such as AI and ML designed to make – and act on – inferences from aggregated infor-
mation, beyond connecting people with information and each other. Web 3.0 is predicated on

Table 1. Examples of 3D visualization technologies.

Brazil Haklay, Jankowski, and Zwoliński (2018) talk about 3D visualization in Minas Gerais and Pampulha using the
Geodiscussion app.

Greece Psaltoglou and Vakali (2021) investigate 3D visualizations of Thessaloniki using the Improve My City.
Belgium Pak, Chua, and Vande Moere (2017) discuss visualization and participation in Brussels using the FixMyStreet app.
Germany Dembski et al. (2020) investigate 3D Digital Twins used in Herrenberg to visualize urban planning. They discuss how

the 3D Digital Twins enable collaboration, particularly when combined with Cave Automatic Virtual Environment
(CAVES), Virtual Reality (VR), and in-person support.

Ireland Kitchin, Young, and Dawkins (2021) tested the utility of four 3D spatial media technologies – RealSim, Virtual
Singapore, VU.CITY, Building City Dashboards prototype – with professional planners across the country.
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the co-creation of content, huge quantities of data, information readable by machines, and use of
algorithms to bring different forms of information together into useful groupings. Potts (2020, 281)
connects Web 3.0 concepts to what they term Planning 3.0.

Arguably Planning 3.0 represents a bigger social shift than a technological one because it is in essence about
self-organisation. Planning 3.0 moves towards citizens taking on the role of planners, and communities using
ICT-facilitating crowdsourcing of data and citizen proposals to personalise planning processes and plans to
better reflect their unique set of needs, characteristics, and identities. Community informatics combined
with semantic and intelligent algorithms could enable smarter planning.

The White Paper on planning reform

The UK Government’s planning reforms sit within the above discussion. Over five decades, from
Arnstein (1969) to Baker, Coaffee, and Sherriff (2007) to Milz and Gervich (2021), academics
have spoken about the important link between participation, democracy, and planning. The
same language appears in the White Paper and media soundbites from the Prime Minister
and Secretary of State as the Government commits itself to making planning more democratic.
A core proposition is that in the future, planners will involve, listen to, and act upon the views of
a broader canvas of people and groups. In so doing, affording them a more influential voice over
the development plans affecting their neighbourhoods. What makes these reforms particularly
interestingly and timely is that the proposed solution to democratization is digitization and digi-
talization; the extensive use of digital technology will, the Government argues, generate greater
participation and democracy in the planning process. Speaking more generally, according to
Devlin (2020, 61), the focus is on ‘digital systems that can improve delivery of planning in
local authorities’.

In his foreword to theWhite Paper, Boris Johnson vouchsafes ‘radical reform unlike anything we
have seen since the SecondWorldWar’ leading to ‘a whole new planning system…One that is sim-
pler, clearer and quicker to navigate’ (cited in MHCLG 2020, 6). In supporting statements reported
in the press, the Secretary of State emphasizes that future ‘planning decisions will be simple and
transparent, with local democracy at the heart of the process’ (Robert Jenrick cited in Quinn,
Elgot, and Wainwright 2020). Additionally, local people ‘did not have a great deal of influence’
in the existing planning system, resulting in low levels of public participation; however, the new
reforms would, he argues, ensure that local residents have a ‘more meaningful say’ (cited in BBC
News 2020a). We are interested in two core claims contained in the Government’s reforms: first,
to democratize the planning process through enabling extensive public participation; and second,
to digitize and digitalize the planning process through enabling the extensive adoption of emerging
technologies.

Respondents to the Housing, Communities and Local Government Select Committee (HCLGC
2021, 38) ‘voiced criticisms of the current state of technology in the planning system’. On this point,
the White Paper contends that the planning system is archaic due to an over-reliance on docu-
ments, not data. This undermines the speed and quality of decision-making (arguments central
to the neoliberalisation of planning: Allmendinger and Haughton 2013; Davoudi 2018; Olesen
2014; Sager 2015), and the user experience is poor due to limited use of digital technologies result-
ing in low levels of citizen engagement. On the latter, the Government presents a case for prioritiz-
ing digital innovations in planning. Importantly, digitizing and digitalizing planning will enable
professional planners to meet ‘our most important national challenges’ (MHCLG 2020, 10), such
as climate change, biodiversity, and sustainable economic growth. Finally, (re)connecting people
to planning is particularly challenging in the current context of Coronavirus, as ‘the Covid-19 pan-
demic has highlighted the need for modern digital planning services that can be accessed from
home’ (MHCLG 2020, 18). Paul Maltby, MHCLG Chief Digital Officer, argued that Covid-19
has accelerated a digitalization of the planning process, meaning more councils are using technol-
ogy to host sessions online (Alderson 2020). HCLGC (2021, 4) cite [t]he benefits of virtual planning
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meetings have been demonstrated during the Covid-19 pandemic’. A Royal Town Planning Insti-
tute (2020) study10 on future engagement in a post-Covid-19 society discovered 93% of organiz-
ations would continue to use digital technology after the pandemic. Observing similar trends in
America, Milz and Gervich (2021, 1) reveal ‘[t]he Covid-19 pandemic has paved the way for a mul-
titude of experiments in e-democracy as local governments strive to hold public meetings’.

Although the broader narrative is concerned with land availability and house building, key
components of the White Paper cite transformations in how the planning process is to be con-
ducted, through a transition from documents to data. Of interest to us are two (out of five) core
proposals in the White Paper (MHCLG 2020, 20–25). Proposal #1: streamlining the planning pro-
cess with more democracy taking place more effectively at the plan making stage. Here, the pledge
is to reform the planning system so that it becomes more efficient and inclusive. On this, the
Government calls upon local councils to ‘radically re-invent’ how they engage people while devel-
oping Local Plans. In particular, streamlining community engagement to ensure that a small
number of interested parties or influential local stakeholders do not dominate plan making.
Rather, the White Paper claims local people will acquire a ‘more meaningful voice’ over the
future of the neighbourhoods in which they reside. So, by democratizing the planning process,
‘the views of a wide range of people and groups’ (MHCLG 2020, 20) can contribute to debates
on the Local Plan.

Running parallel to greater democratization is Proposal #2: a radical, digital-first approach to
modernise the planning process that delivers new forms of civic engagement, and an improved
user experience. Central to this is ‘harnessing digital technology to make it much easier to access
and understand information about specific planning proposals’ (MHCLG 2020, 18). The UK Gov-
ernment argues this digitalization of planning will make it easier for the general public to grasp,
through digital visualizations, the likely impact of proposed developments in their local area.
Importantly, digitalisation will enable democratisation, because ‘new digital engagement processes
will make it radically easier to raise views about and visualise emerging proposals whilst on-the-go
on a smart phone’ (MHCLG 2020, 18). The White Paper argues that the benefits of digitization and
digitalization, such as real-time information, high-quality virtual simulation, and accessible inter-
active maps, will lead to better decisions on ‘what to build and where’.

The UK Government has identified PropTech (Potts 2020) and, we anticipate, PlanTech11 (Dev-
lin 2020) companies to design and deliver digitization and digitalization. As providers of the soft-
ware, along with the public sector, they will be responsible for improving transparency and
decision-making in the planning process. The White Paper refers to the Government working
with such companies and local authorities to modernize the software used for making and case-
managing a planning application, improving the user experience for applicants, and reducing the
errors and costs experienced by planning authorities. A Government press release states: ‘[b]ringing
planning into the digital age will provide a range of exciting opportunities for PropTech companies
to innovate and bring forward new ideas’ (HM Government 2021). Similarly, the White Paper
emphasizes the need to ‘build new technology to help improve citizen engagement and planning
processes’ (MHCLG 2020, 26). It is suggested that digital developments will allow planners to ‘com-
municate key information clearly and visually so that plans are accessible and easily understandable,
and communities can engage meaningfully in the process of developing them’ (MHCLG 2020, 26).
Additionally, in order to facilitate change, they may be involved in up-skilling planning pro-
fessionals with the latest advancements in digital technology, leading to ‘significant enhancement
in digital and geospatial capability and capacity across the planning sector’ (MHCLG 2020, 71).
On this, the MHCLG’s Chief Digital Officer acknowledged the importance of the Prop/ PlanTech
sector for the future of city planning (Alderson 2020).

Next, we unpack and analyse the reactions to the ‘planning revolution’. We focus on two specific
issues: democratic deficit and digital divide. In so doing, we explore the disagreement that continues
to surround the Government’s ‘radical reform’ of the English planning system.
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Reactions to the ‘planning revolution’

Before we present our analysis of England, it is worthwhile returning to Milz and Gervich’s (2021)
study of the situation in America. The first point the authors make is that ‘virtual participation is a
viable and realistic alternative to face-to-face engagement’ (Milz and Gervich 2021, 3). Beyond the
virtual forum used to discuss San Francisco’s Bay Regional Strategy, they claim, ‘[s]uccessful exper-
iments such as this are occurring around the world’ (Milz and Gervich 2021, 3). This, the authors
argue, lends legitimacy to virtual public participation and warrants further academic analysis.
Related to this, another important point is recognition that use of virtual technologies is a ‘learning
curve for city employees [i.e. planners and] …members of the public’ (Milz and Gervich 2021, 4;
our insert), particularly as different participants have to learn new roles and as new power dynamics
come into play. Of interest to us is that while virtual meetings provide participatory opportunities
for those unable to attend public meetings, ‘[t]the pandemic makes the digital divide more salient’
due to variability in access to and quality of Internet supply (Milz and Gervich 2021, 5). In a call for
further research, the authors indicate this is potentially heightened with respect to certain geo-
graphic areas and social groups. This study is a response to that call through a focus on a democratic
deficit and the digital divide with respect to the English planning reforms.

Democratic deficit

On the UK Government’s reforms, the business community, landowners, private developers wel-
comed the flexibility and speeding up of the planning process; from this perspective, it was arguably
a ‘game-changer’ (Houghton 2020). However, politicians and professionals (i.e. planners, architects,
housing charities) expressed dismay on the pro-growth implications for land-use and the housing
sector. Rather than leading to more informed planning decisions (MHCLG 2020) the reforms were
described as a ‘disaster’, ‘catastrophic’, ‘pitiful’, ‘shameful’, and ‘sabotage’ (BBC News 2020a; Stone
2020). Setting aside the relative merits of these polar positions, of interest to us is another significant
concern that ‘the biggest shake-up of planning for decades…will ‘dilute’ democratic oversight’ over
development proposals (Quinn, Elgot, andWainwright 2020; Wainwright 2020). The reforms mean
that residents will now have only one opportunity to challenge development proposals (at the Local
Plan making stage), as opposed to the two opportunities at both the plan making and planning
application stages. Therefore, if citizens do not, or cannot, scrutinize and comment on the Local
Plan, then they have no ability to challenge any future planning applications that may or may
not satisfy the Local Plan. On the shift in public engagement from individual planning applications
to the Local Plan stage, the HCLGC (2021, 5) ‘found that far more people engage with individual
planning proposals and fear the proposed change will reduce public involvement in the planning
process’. More sardonically, Macfarlane (2020) muses, ‘only those with psychic powers to foresee
future developments will be able to object to them at the initial plan-making stage. Democratic
oversight of individual developments will soon be a thing of the past’.

Critics contend this runs roughshod over the Government’s democracy mantra, is a green
light for unchecked development and a ‘developers’ charter’ (BBC News 2020a; Houghton
2020; Quinn, Elgot, and Wainwright 2020; Stone 2020; Wainwright 2020). Connecting to a pro-
minent point in extant literature, Ellis (2020, 297) explains that the new planning system ‘means
marginalising the voice of local communities’. In addition, Brownill (2020, 43) argues the White
Paper ‘will restrict democratic involvement and the rights of the public’. Moreover, the reforms
‘would give maximum benefit to the developer and minimum benefit to communities’ (Ellis
2020, 300). Another concern is the highly questionable replacement of professionally trained
and democratically accountable planners by automated decision-making and hidden algorithms12

(Chapman et al. 2020). On this, Chapman, Inch, and Tait (2020, 308) warn, ‘government through
technology can quickly become government by technology’. Devlin (2020, 63) is equally con-
cerned that digitization and automation ‘could mean that planning staff are replaced by ICT
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staff, or planners are trained in these technical fields’ (also HCLGC 2021). He also notes that
although PlanTech ‘does seek to automate administrative tasks… the final decision must be
made by a planner’ (Devlin 2020, 65).13 The reality is planning is an inherently contested process
with lots of different voices and agendas; however, algorithms are divorced from this reality
because they adopt a ‘univocal logic’ based on one set of ideas and priorities. Given this, and
connecting to an emerging debate in the algorithmic literature (Safransky 2020), Chapman,
Inch, and Tait (2020, 310) argue the White Paper reforms represent ‘a further shift towards a
post-political form of planning’ by delimiting democratic debate.

On these points, two experienced media commentators targeted the White Paper arguing it
amounted to a destruction of democracy. According to Laurie Macfarlane:

But even by the standards of the modern Conservative Party, this is no ordinary regulatory bonfire. In one fell
swoop, the entire system that has governed land-use in England for more than 70 years has been set ablaze …
At first glance this may sound innocent, perhaps even sensible. But, concealed beneath the cuddly rhetoric
about ‘affordable, green and beautiful homes’, lies a ferocious attack on democracy. (Macfarlane 2020)

In addition, writing on the democratic deficit, Polly Toynbee opined:

More than anything else, the reforms serve to transfer power away from local elected representatives and
towards private developers, who will be able to build whatever they like, unopposed. The significance of
this should not be underestimated. From now on, our built environment will be shaped around the interests
of shareholder value, unchecked by democratic accountability. (Toynbee 2020)

The planning reforms remain highly contentious at the highest echelons of the UK body politic.
Since the launch of the White Paper in August 2020, there have been ongoing rumblings amongst
backbench Conservative Party MPs, especially those representing constituencies in the South East
of England and shire counties. Notwithstanding this, on 6th October 2020 the Prime Minister
addressed (via video link) the Conservative Party Conference reiterating his promise to ‘transform
the sclerotic planning system’ (Johnson 2020). However, things took a dramatic turn two days later
when a former Conservative Prime Minister, Theresa May, led a critical response from a group of
fellow MPs in the House of Commons. The rebels ‘demanded a rethink on the Government’s pro-
posals for reform of the planning system’ (Craig 2020). For her part, Theresa May labelled the plan-
ning reforms ‘ill-conceived’ and ‘mechanistic’ (BBC News 2020b). Her key concerns were
protection of green belts, insufficient affordable homes, and linking to Safransky (2020) a ‘flawed
algorithm’ that would create excessive concentrations of house building in Tory constituencies
(Vaughan 2020). Indeed, in late 2020 it was reported that ‘[p]lans to unleash a new generation
of homes across England using an ‘ill conceived’ algorithm are being overhauled amid the threat
of a seismic rebellion by Conservative MPs’ (Malnick 2020; Jenkins 2020). Evidence to the
HCLGC found ‘the majority disapproved of his new proposed formula … [and] [t]he possible auto-
mation of aspects of the planning process also attracted scepticism’ (HCLGC 2021, 5, 40; our
insert).14 Given such controversy, plans for the algorithm have since been shelved (Yorke 2021).
In tune with Ellis (2020), Macfarlane (2020), and Toynbee (2020), Theresa May stressed the danger
of ‘removing local democracy’ from the planning process (cited in Craig 2020). On this, a key con-
clusion from the HCLGC (2021, 35) report is ‘[t]he majority of our evidence … thought that the
proposals were likely to reduce public involvement’.

Digital divide

A second strand to criticism of the ‘planning revolution’ concerns a digital divide: ‘the gap between
those who have access to the Internet and the knowledge to navigate it and those who do not’
(Cavallo, Lynch, and Scull 2014, 81). Baker, Coaffee, and Sherriff (2007, 87) acknowledge, ‘all
approaches to participation have the potential to marginalise some groups’.15 They go on to
claim that technology is ‘potentially elitist’ as it advantages certain individuals and groups in society
but marginalizes others. Speaking before the launch of the iPhone, Hanzl (2007, 290) argued
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technologies that ‘require high level of proficiency of users… are not the most suitable for planning
with public participation’; moreover, new technology for ‘lay persons should be understandable’.
On accessibility and user-friendliness, Desouza and Bhagwatwar (2012, 133) note the ‘need to
develop interfaces that would allow everyone to interact’. Similarly, McCall and Dunn (2012, 85)
call for digital technology to be ‘user-friendly for people unfamiliar with computers, even non-lit-
erate and non-numerate users’ (also Foth et al. 2009; Jankowski et al. 2019). The concern is the
exclusive reliance on personal Internet-connected devices may exacerbate a digital divide / exclu-
sion (Haklay, Jankowski, and Zwoliński 2018; Rzeszewski and Kotus 2019) or technological gap
(Atzmanstorfer et al. 2014) within society, which negatively affects the participation of certain
individuals / groups in the planning process (Wilson, Vigar, and Tewdwr-Jones 2020). Levenda
et al. (2020, 352) write, ‘you only exist if you are connected. The act of citizenship … is contingent
upon having access to and experience with using digital tools’. Another slightly different interpret-
ation is, theoretically at least, if anyone is able to use an app then it can be assumed they are using it.
However, ‘if they are not, then people are blamed instead of structural digital divides or discrimi-
nation’ (Tenney and Sieber 2016, 102). More broadly, and worryingly, is the potential for a digital
divide to ‘deepen existing social inequalities’ (Ertiö 2015, 306).

To develop the argument further, let us return to our earlier discussion of algorithmic planning.
The positive perception is algorithms deliver real time decision-making and they are neutral, pre-
dictive, autonomous, rational, unbiased. However, this is not the case. ‘Far from being objective,
impartial, reliable and legitimate, critical scholars argue that algorithms possess none of these qual-
ities except as carefully crafted fictions’ (Kitchin 2017, 17). Indeed, Kitchin (2017, 20) claims algor-
ithms ‘overtly and covertly shape life chances’. Equally importantly, Tenney and Sieber (2016) note
that algorithmic planning can easily be premised on biases (e.g. gender, class, race, age, etc.) leading
to digital divides and ‘uneven impacts of algorithmic civic participation’. Similarly, Potts (2020,
282) argues, ‘algorithms … as outputs of human programming are inherently value-laden, and thus
… can perpetuate existing urban inequalities, or be manipulated by private interests and the values
of those involved in programming them (likely not urban planners)’. Safransky (2020) uses more
powerful language when analysing the racial and poverty dimensions of ‘algorithmic violence’
that negatively profiles people and places. In particular, ‘how seemingly neutral technologies can
be embedded with social values, assumptions, and biases’ (Safransky 2020, 215). Relatedly, in the
context of the White Paper, Beebeejaun and Chapman (2020) discuss the historical, and contem-
porary, relationship between British planning and the uncomfortable lived realities of Black,
Asian and Minority Ethnic (BAME) communities.

Another concern is that algorithms are ‘hidden from sight’ (Kitchin 2017; Safransky 2020; Ten-
ney and Sieber 2016). As such, they are beyond the influence of ordinary citizens, who cannot chal-
lenge the class, racial, gender, age assumptions / values / biases lying behind them. This can lead to
iniquitous planning decisions relating to the development and regeneration of certain cityspaces,
especially those populated by disempowered and marginalized citizens (Kitchin 2017; Safransky
2020; Tenney and Sieber 2016). It is for this reason that Tenney and Sieber (2016, 105, 106)
argue algorithms ‘do little to identify or benefit those communities that exist on the margins or
are entirely excluded (i.e. the uneven digital divide and social inequity)’, and so they are a ‘vital
source of social power’ for those who devise and control them (also Kitchin 2017). Therefore,
for Safransky (2020), there is an important politics behind algorithms within the smart city and
computational urbanism movements.

With these broader debates in mind, let us return to the White Paper. On democratizing plan-
ning, Ellis (2020, 302) notes, ‘the only additional opportunity would come from the White Paper’s
hunch that digitizing information will encourage community participation’ (also HCLGC 2021).
Chapman and colleagues take up this point in more detail. Whilst digital developments in planning
are welcome, ‘there are also real dangers in the uncritical use of technology’ (Chapman et al. 2020,
46). One danger is the involvement of Prop/ PlanTech firms that will ‘introduce privatisation, and
remove democratic control from the planning process’, alongside ‘problems around the interests
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that are promoted within the logic of the algorithm’ (Chapman, Inch, and Tait 2020, 307, 308; more
generally on the skewing towards the interests of software companies see Barns 2016; Levenda et al.
2020). Read through a neoliberal lens, the reforms permit greater penetration of capital in planning
decision-making. Another danger is, contrary to the Government rhetoric discussed earlier, ‘algo-
rithmic logics can be difficult for communities to understand, and therefore also to challenge’
(Chapman et al. 2020, 49).

A third danger, also evident in the literature, is intensifying digital exclusion, as new technologies
are inaccessible to some groups of people in society, that is, relating to class, race, age, gender, etc.
For example, evidence shows significant numbers of the UK population have ‘no basic digital
skills’ – 8%, 4.3 million, and ‘very limited abilities online’– 12%, 6.4 million (Lloyds Bank 2018;
ONS 2019). Relatedly, ‘[l]ockdown is creating a stark digital divide in the UK, with 1.9 million
households with no access to the Internet and tens of millions more reliant on pay-as-you-go ser-
vices’ (Kelly 2020). In addition, HCLGC (2021) note 5.3 million adults in the UK have ‘not accessed’
the Internet during a three month period, while 9 million people ‘struggle to use’ the Internet. This
is particularly pronounced in rural areas (poor broadband connections), and adversely affects cer-
tain social groupings.16 Also writing on the White Paper, Brownill (2020, 43) questions ‘Prop-Tech
as ‘the solution’ to wider participation without considering the impacts of the digital divide’.
Beyond the case in question, across international planning space this connects to ‘new urban con-
cerns and debates … over digital divides and the distributional consequences of ‘smart’ technol-
ogies’ (Safransky 2020, 203).

Conclusions

This article contributes to an emergent debate on the role of PlanTech in facilitating public partici-
pation/ influence in the planning process. However, ‘[h]ow #PlanTech will impact planning is still
an open question’ (Devlin 2020, 64). According to Catapult (nd, 3), a network of technology and
innovation centres established by Innovate UK:

Over the past decade, digital technologies have transformed the way that people, live, work and play – and yet,
over the same period, the planning system has remained relatively unchanged. Today, planners are using 19th
century governance and 20th century tools to tackle 21st century problems… how planning could evolve over
the coming years through the application of new practices and digital tools. It imagines a system of the future
that is more user-friendly, more responsive to change … and more centred around the future needs and ideas
of citizens.

Kitchin, Young, and Dawkins (2021) and Young, Kitchin, and Naji (2021) take up the lack of
mainstreaming. In their study of city dashboards, Young, Kitchin, and Naji (2021) reveal that
although there is obvious potential for facilitating community participation in planning, they can
be too specialized, complex, requiring high level spatial literacy skills. Given this, to broaden inclu-
sivity and uptake city dashboards need to be more user-oriented, especially to cater for different
types of (expert and non-expert) users thereby addressing and reducing a digital divide. Kitchin,
Young, and Dawkins (2021) provide similar observations in their analysis of 3D spatial media tech-
nologies. Again, they acknowledge participatory – democratization – potential, while noting that
3D spatial media is ‘yet to be mainstreamed’ (Kitchin, Young, and Dawkins 2021, 3). As with
city dashboards, the problem lies in the complexity of the technology that inhibits lay user engage-
ment. Focusing on the planning profession in Ireland, they identify different uptake between private
planning consultancies (more money to invest in technology, skills and training) and public sector
planners (constrained by austerity and budget cuts). Moreover, interviews with senior local auth-
ority planners reveal a ‘cautious’ enthusiasm for greater use of digital technology in the planning
process. Concerns exist over how technology may ‘reshape planning work’ and the ‘prospects of
their adoption’ due to a lack of institutional support, skills capacity and available resources (Kitchin,
Young, and Dawkins 2021, 12).
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Reflecting on the above, focusing on the evolving technological context within which contem-
porary planning practice operates, this article offers further insights into the benefits, and potential
dangers, of using digital tools to facilitate citizen engagement and empowerment. Our analysis cri-
tically examines the proposals to democratize, digitize, and digitalize the planning process, in light
of formal responses and commentary. We illuminate that, whilst the White Paper is cast as ushering
in a ‘planning revolution’, upon closer inspection it may constitute for some a significant ‘attack on
planning’ and, more generally, an ‘attack on democracy’. More specifically, this article has exposed
and critically examined deep reservations concerning the dangers of a democratic deficit and digital
divide. As such, there remain serious doubts as to whether the increased use of digital technology,17

as discussed within the White Paper, will address the perennial problem of a low level of public par-
ticipation in planning, that is, the effective engagement and empowerment of those ‘silent citizens’
and ‘minority voices’ mentioned earlier. The insights from this analysis are relevant and transfer-
able to other national and international planning spaces, as they wrestle, albeit at different stages of
development, with the use of digital technology in their planning processes. Equally, the socio-tech-
nical concerns explored herein, on public participation and democratic citizenship as they relate to
digital technology application, are universal to planning authorities around the world. It is impor-
tant to keep the great complexities of enhancing participation firmly foregrounded, and how com-
munity involvement in this way may not lead to improving efficiency per se; there remains the need
to balance voices with those who hold specialist expertize to inform decision-making whether digi-
tally or otherwise.

In this article, we have synthesized the current research landscape and (potential) tectonic plate
shifting in the English planning system. We highlighted different perspectives on the application of
digital technologies in the planning process, and the political rhetoric and value statements
expressed in Government policy, whilst recognizing the great complexity of this endeavour for
enabling citizen empowerment and cultivating an equitable society. By illuminating the societal
challenges that are shaped by technological support to planning process and practice, we offer
some reflections on the planning–technology nexus and priorities for future research. Firstly, we
identify the need to critically explore the role of technology in planning, and related to this, the
implications of data-driven processes and practices for both enabling and constraining public par-
ticipation in society. For example, this article has evidenced the inherent complexity around inte-
grating technological innovations into planning processes, and how data-driven technologies may
enhance connection, capture and decision-making; they may also exacerbate forms of societal
exclusion, marginalization and disengagement. Therefore, future research should aim to more com-
prehensively understand the intricacies and uncertainties of the planning–technology nexus, and in
so doing provide more solid evidence for claims about the efficacy of new technology applications.

We agree with recent work – for example, Batty (2021), Chapman, Tait, and Inch (2020), Devlin
(2020), Kitchin, Young, and Dawkins (2021), Levenda et al. (2020) and Potts (2020) – that digital
technologies offer important and interesting opportunities for public participation in the planning
process. Notwithstanding this, we must remain cognisant that Web 3.0, and future iterations of
Web 4.0 and Web 5.0, and Planning 3.0 are not solutions to many of the problems associated
with engaging those people who are not involved in the planning process. For us, the debate
ought not to be simply about how many people are involved in the planning process, how speedily
they are involved, or even how easy they find it to become involved. Rather, going back to an earlier
point, it should also be about the quality of engagement and the level of empowerment to shape plan-
ning decisions that lead to outcomes that are more equitable. So that future lived realities are posi-
tively impacted by planning interventions. Technology use should not be reduced to narrow –
neoliberal – interpretations limited to the speed and flexibility of planning decision-making. Rather,
the debate should focus on broader societal issues concerning citizen empowerment and quality of
life. Future research should unpack and analyse the adoption and accommodation of technology in
planning. New empirical foundations are needed to ground debates on the planning–technology
nexus, generating a more informed evidence base from which to assess benefits and limitations
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of digital technology. In summary, this article contributes to a live, leading-edge debate that
occupies the minds of academic and professional planners across international planning space.
Digital technology is increasingly important to the planning process, but we need to remain criti-
cally aware that there are potential negative impacts concerning local democracy and social justice
as well as enabling mechanisms.

Notes

1. The UK Government develop planning policy and legislation for planning in England.
2. Digitization is the conversion of data from analogue to digital, digitalisation refers to the use of digital

technologies.
3. Such as too many policies, too complex, too slow, too many legal challenges, high risk, costs and uncertainty,

excessive restrictions on land use. For robust rebuttals from planning professionals (see BBC 2020a; Quinn
2020; Stone 2020; Wainwright 2020) and planning policy experts (Ellis 2020).

4. These include GIS, 3D technologies, Virtual Reality, Artificial Intelligence, Machine Learning, immersive
technologies, urban/city dashboards and Digital Twins.

5. Ertiö (2015, 310–315) identifies eight types of participatory apps that are either Environment-Centric (inform-
ing apps, shared reality apps, trend monitoring apps, and integrator apps) or People-Centric (nudge apps,
local network apps, citizen impact apps, and public dialogue apps). Public dialogue apps are particularly inter-
esting: “interactive apps with strategic power, which request citizen input on planning and development issues
via mobile devices” (Ertiö 2015, 314).

6. The accessibility of digital and computational technology to ‘everyday users’, rather than experts and pro-
fessionals, enabling them to make their own decisions based upon city data.

7. For example, council services, car parking, traffic congestion, public transport, cultural venues, retail and
shopping, sport and recreation, hotels and restaurants, bars and clubs.

8. There are different forms of e-government that involve ordinary people. Government-to-Citizen (G2C) is a
‘one-way communication’ on local services and processes; Citizen-to-Government (C2G) involves platforms
for online citizen participation; and Citizen-to-Government-to-Citizen (C2G2C) whereby citizens become
‘producers of information’ (Cavallo, Lynch, and Scull 2014).

9. Examples include NeoGeography (GIS tools that can be used by laypersons and non-experts without intensive
training), Web 2.0 (Internet user-generated content and the growth of social media) and 3D visualisations.

10. They interviewed 24 experts, surveyed 115 industry professionals and sought the views of more than 2000
members of the public across the UK.

11. PlanTech is a ‘field of practice for emerging technologies and digital innovation for how we plan and design
cities’ (https://neighbourlytics.com/blog/plantech-explained). It involves data analytics, digitization, auto-
mation and AI, regarding land-use planning, community engagement, urban design, approval processes
and transportation. Whilst PropTech is limited to the property sector, PlanTech focuses on ‘technology to cre-
ate better places’.

12. Chapman, Tait, and Inch (2020, 308) argue that planning design codes and computational urbanism in the UK

are a pre-condition for the entry of property technology companies and a further round of datafication.
Their technology relies on algorithms that move in to manage parts of the datafied infrastructure and
make decisions. Applying algorithmic technology to planning could begin to divorce spatial decision-
making from political accountability.

In America, Safransky (2020, 201) argues Market Value Analysis leads to “algorithmically produced markets
value assessment” that affects a range of future planning decisions for different classes of people, decisions that
are potentially taken out of the hands of professional planners.

13. The European Union’s General Data Protection Regulations shape this. Devlin (2020, 65) accepts that it is
unclear whether this clause or a similar one will affect #PlanTech after the UK leaves the European Union.

14. It could be reduced to a ‘tick-box’ exercise with due consideration of the context of individual planning
applications.

15. Indeed, it can be argued that printed land use maps might not be readily accessible or easily comprehensible to
those citizens without background knowledge of spatial issues and the planning process.

16. Such as the elderly, the poor, those in manual occupations, those without English as a first language, disabled
people, and Gypsy and Traveller communities.

17. In a short summary report, Chapman et al. (2020) identify four conditions for the better integration of tech-
nology into planning. One, use technology to supplement not replace public participation in planning. Two,
use technology to recognise the complexity of place and the lived experience. Three, use technology to ensure
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public engagement. Finally, ensure that methods and objectives of technology are subject to critical and pol-
itical reflection.
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