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Abstract The UK Government proposes radical changes to planning to give parishes and

neighbourhoods opportunities to make planning decisions and produce plans. This paper

reflects on participation in planning, especially where Participatory Appraisal (PA) has

been used. The case study from Warrington considers how PA helped build community

capacity to contribute to area planning, while developing confidence, skills and energy for

wider community initiatives and agency-community partnership. After reflection on com-

munity engagement in planning and regeneration, it is considered how the proposed

Decentralisation and Localism Bill (and the Big Society) will affect planning and commu-

nity engagement. The paper reviews the origins and applications of PA internationally and

in the UK, and discusses area planning in Warrington, where PA work (a) strengthened

resident participation in area planning; (b) developed a pool of community researchers

who could work with agencies to help ensure that local needs are understood and incorpo-

rated into delivery plans; and (c) explored social enterprise, volunteering, and community

partnership models. Further capacity development is key to sustainability. If community

development and training budgets are weakened, guidance is required on where local

groups can find development and budget assistance in pursuit of goals for self-reliance,

localism and devolving powers. PA requires more training, support, and ongoing practice

than some other approaches. However, work in Warrington, the UK, and international

urban contexts, has shown that PA can contribute to planning in the widest sense, taking

community consultation beyond simple extractive approaches, to support people in plan-

ning consultation, through to approval, implementation and evaluation.
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‘Communities do not need to understand
planners . . . planners need to understand
communities.’1

INTRODUCTION
This paper uses a case study from
Warrington to consider ways in which
building community capacity can
contribute to area planning, while
developing local people’s confidence and
skills for wider initiatives, and partnerships
with agencies. In Warrington, a three-stage
approach to training in Participatory
Appraisal (PA) was used to support local
authority objectives for community
engagement in planning. The work was
largely undertaken before new government
agendas for localism and the ‘Big Society’
became policy. However, the lessons
learned speak to current policy initiatives
toward these goals and greater community
self-reliance, at a time of large reductions in
local authority budgets.

COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT
AND PLANNING IN THE UK
The UK’s Town and Country Planning
system has embraced public participation
for many years from origins with early
planners Patrick Geddes and Ebenezer
Howard.2 Today’s planning system was
born out of wholesale welfare state reforms
following World War II. The Town and
Country Planning Act 1947 took away the
right of landowners to develop land as they
wished. It gave significant powers at local
level, with many local councils becoming
Local Planning Authorities. This gave them
the duty to produce development plans
setting out future land use and to determine
planning applications, giving the right to
build or change the use of land or
buildings.
Several factors led to increased public

participation. Immediately after the war,
the predominant view was that planners
were the experts and plans were delivered
through a technical process as a fait

accompli.3 In many ways, this reflected the
optimism of the day and the rush to rebuild
cities in new architectural styles, and with
new, modern materials. However, the
radical nature of the legislation brought
into focus the re-distributional effects of
town planning. Permission to build could
increase land value significantly for the
owners but also bring dis-benefits to others.
Elected local representatives made planning
decisions, advised by professional planners.
Local politicians were under pressure to
take into account local views when
preparing development plans and on
decisions about individual proposals.
Early development plans had a strong

physical bias. At that time, many
professional planners were engineers or
architects with a postgraduate planning
qualification. Additionally, the task of
clearing slums, building new houses and
constructing new roads was seen as a
physical problem with a physical solution.
As a consequence, many plans did not
explicitly address social or economic issues.
In 1969, an influential article by

American planner Sherry Arnstein
introduced the idea of a ‘ladder of
participation’.4 She argued that there are
many levels of participation ranging from
manipulation to citizen control. She was
not advocating one approach but pointing
out that ‘participation’ had many different
meanings. The article became widely read,
quoted by practising planners as well as
academics and became influential in shaping
consultation methods.
In the 1960s, there was a practical reason

for changing the system of public
consultation. Immediate post-war
legislation allowed the public to object to a
plan or a proposal, but denied the
opportunity for any subtlety of comment
in between. The result was that
Development Plan Inquiries became
bogged down in details. The government
of the day appreciated that it could deal
with many issues in advance of an inquiry
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and that people might wish to ‘make
representations’, expressing their support or
more nuanced concerns. In terms of plan
making, Local Planning Authorities in
England and Wales were given a statutory
duty to involve the public in 1968 (1969 in
Scotland).
The Skeffington Report, People and

Planning5 was a landmark publication with
respect to public participation in planning,
born of the idealism of the 1960s.6

Commissioned by the Government, the
report put forward innovative suggestions
about encouraging people to become
involved in planning decisions, eg through
community forums. It recommended that
people should be given opportunity to
participate at every stage in plan
preparation, not just when planners had
invested effort in producing a plan and
potentially become defensive about its
proposals. It recommended appointing
Community Development Officers to
facilitate this interaction. Interestingly, the
report reminded readers that town planning
is only one of many local services and that
participation should cover people’s broader
interests.
Public dissatisfaction also highlighted

needs for improved participation. Widely-
publicised anger grew from residents who
were affected by the municipal bulldozer
cutting through slum clearance sites and
breaking up communities.7 The road
building programmes of the late 1960s and
early 1970s caused fury among some local
resident groups, eg Archway Road,
London and the Aire Valley Route,
Yorkshire. Public antipathy towards the
Public Local Inquiry as a means of
translating local views into planning
decisions became increasingly vocal. Media
images of protestors being arrested in
enquiries drew increasing attention to the
adversarial nature of planning and its
consequences.8

Sir Peter Hall noted recently that the
1974 local government reorganisation was

an opportunity to increase local powers in
smaller areas.9 However, the government
of the day kept the shire counties more or
less intact and amalgamated many of the
district councils, effectively pushing power
up the hierarchy of governance, not closer
to the public.
On a positive note, many local

authorities have used innovative methods to
encourage participation in planning, going
well beyond statutory minima. Examples
include Planning for Real, Citizens’ Juries,
Visioning, Area Committees and Design
Charettes. At the wider local government
level, councils have been urged to provide
local choice. In 1991, John Major’s
Government produced a Citizen’s Charter
that focused on information-giving rather
than true involvement.10 In 1997, the
Government published revised guidance,11

strengthening needs for community
involvement.
Writers such as Charles Landry however,

looking at the results of the planning
process, decried the stilted nature of ‘City
Making’.12 He declared that there are blind
spots that cause people ‘. . . to lose insight
and understanding into the way that cities
work. . .. They require a deep
understanding of people and social
dynamics.’ He goes on to recommend
‘Consultation should not be a one-off and
standardised exercise but . . . a continuous
process of informal discussion and
engagement.’13 Similarly, Anne Power
blamed large housing estates run by local
councils for the alienation felt by many of
their residents.14 The estates’ high turnover
and vacancy rates, and poor maintenance,
tended to send out a message that residents
were not important. Power wrote:

‘The city that relies on its citizens and knows
their worth builds its vision and leadership
from the bottom up, allowing key local
decisions within neighbourhoods and
communities, devolving budgetary control
and staff responsibility to the lowest possible
level.’15
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On the other hand, consultation is not
always easy. Cullingworth and Nadin
discussed the problems of encouraging
residents to become involved in wider
strategic planning.16 People tend to get
engaged with site-specific proposals that
directly affect them rather than more
nebulous strategic issues, but the strategic
policies determine the more detailed
decisions. Planning procedures are
frequently confusing and the most recent
system in England and Wales, which
created Local Development Frameworks
and Core Strategies, is more complex.17

REGENERATION AND
COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT
Many of the most significant changes to the
built environment, particularly in urban
areas, came as part of urban regeneration
schemes. These were publicly funded but
aimed to ‘leverage in’ private sector
finance. The types of project and the level
of participation, varied with the
government of the day. The Urban
Programme, initiated in 1968, was
managed by 57 selected local authorities
who worked with local groups to put
forward schemes for central government
funding.18 In 1980, Margaret Thatcher’s
Government created Urban Development
Corporations (UDC), with an emphasis on
bringing forward land for development and
building flagship projects. They were
heavily criticised for their lack of
community involvement. Stephen Ward19

described their powers as draconian. UDCs
were ‘. . . intended to facilitate urban
regeneration in a way that entirely
bypassed local government.’
The City Challenge programme, which

followed UDCs, placed greater emphasis
on community involvement, with
community groups having seats on the
City Challenge boards. Home Secretary
Michael Heseltine likened the approach to
that of Victorian philanthropy.20 Public-
private partnerships were the mechanism to

draw private sector money into run-down,
deprived areas.
By the 1990s, the view that the local

council was the main provider of local
services was being challenged. A broader
approach to urban management came
about as a wide range of stakeholders,
including regional and non-governmental
bodies became responsible for local
‘governance.’21 The relationship between
the ordinary member of the public and the
local state was changing. More recent
regeneration programmes, such as Urban
Development Companies and the National
Coalfields Programme have placed greater
emphasis on capacity building to encourage
the long-term success of the project once
the regeneration agency has wound down.
In summary, the UK Town Planning

system and urban regeneration projects
have had a significant history of
participation. For Town Planning,
participation is a statutory requirement and
many planners have tried a range of
methods to engage the public in
meaningful ways. Regeneration
professionals have engaged the public
through consultation and, in some cases,
with shared decision-making to give
legitimacy to their projects. In both cases,
professionals frequently struggle to find
effective tools and techniques.
Two major issues remain unresolved in

practice, issues that the UK’s Coalition
Government, elected in 2010, is attempting
to address through policy in England. First,
community participation remains firmly
rooted to the fact-finding and design stages
of the planning cycle, with approval and
implementation decisions not taken by
residents. Secondly, consultation activities
about local plans vary widely in their
sincerity and outcomes, ranging from token
consultation (to ‘tick the participation box’)
to meaningful dialogue and effective local
engagement about planning proposals.
Different approaches can even occur at the

same time in the same authority. In an
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English midlands county where one author
(Jones) was a neighbourhood management
officer, effective mediation led to agreed
changes in a Development Plan negotiated
over a three-month process among the
planning authority, residents and the
developer prior to approval. In another
development, planners stopped
neighbourhood managers facilitating
consultations between residents and the
developer, saying that such multi-lateral
approaches to participation were ‘. . . far too
grand.’ On another occasion, faced with
local objections to improving a town
gateway street, planners asked
neighbourhood management staff to engage
with residents and councillors to explore
ways forward. These contradictory
interventions by planning officers took place
in year five of a seven-year neighbourhood
management pathfinder scheme widely
thought to be successful, but perhaps too
successful at empowering communities for a
highly cautious local authority.
The history of community engagement

in planning and regeneration raises a
number of important considerations,
including:

— the patterns and behaviours that exist in
planning that is almost exclusively
expert-led;

— ‘top table’ dialogue between developers
and the planning authority;

— differences in power among
stakeholders, and their capacity and
willingness to use power effectively;

— the ability and willingness of
stakeholders to explore different
approaches to engaging with one
another;

— the flexibility of the process to enable
consensus, partnership and collaborative
models based on effective participation,
as well as adversarial approaches based
on expert interpretation and law; and

— the capacity (including finance, energy
and skills) and political will to deliver

actual changes in practice at the local
level, when policy changes from above.

THE BIG SOCIETY AND
COMMUNITY PARTICIPATION
The UK Coalition Government was elected
with a Conservative manifesto promise to
bring forward the ‘Big Society’, which
Prime Minister David Cameron said would
be ‘the biggest, most dramatic redistribution
of power from elites in Whitehall to the
man and woman on the street.’22

The Decentralisation and Localism Bill
(and the Big Society) will apply to England
and Wales. One key aim is to enable local
communities to influence development in
their area; something that the Government
believes will make local people more
amenable to accepting new development
locally. Localism will ‘. . .enable
communities to find their own ways of
overcoming the tensions between
development and conservation,
environmental quality and pressure on
services’.23 A second aim is to reduce
spending from the public purse by taking
away many of the planning processes
currently undertaken by local government.
The Prime Minister has voiced frustration
with planners ‘. . . town hall officials who
take forever with those planning decisions
that can be make or break for a business —
and the investment and jobs that go with
it.’24

The Government is proposing radical
changes to the plan-making system, which
will give local parishes and neighbourhood
forums the opportunity to produce their
own plans. These new Neighbourhood
Development Plans must conform to the
Local Plan for the wider area (produced by
the council) and will be subject to a local
referendum. To avoid residents vetoing
new development, a neighbourhood plan
will be able to specify only a greater or
equal number of houses to those in the
local plan for the area. The Secretary of
State could revoke a Neighbourhood Plan
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if a Local Planning Authority intended to
adopt a plan that proposed fewer houses
than the Local Plan figure for the area. The
Localism Act 2011 received Royal Assent
on 15th November, 2011.
Several commentators have expressed

concern that such proposals might work in
affluent professional communities but not in
deprived neighbourhoods.25 The
Government itself estimates costs to be
between £17,000 and £200,000 per plan,
including examination and referendum.
Costs will be partly met by the local
authority and partly by ‘the promoters of
the neighbourhood plan’. The costs of
reviewing the plan, which would need to
undertaken every 10 years, are estimated to
be 70 per cent of the original cost.
Government estimates are £5,000–£8,000
for consultation in which designed events
such as Planning for Real are specifically
mentioned.26

In addition to Neighbourhood
Development Plans, other powers will
become available to communities to
implement schemes. A community can
require the council to make a
Neighbourhood Development Order,
where planning permission is automatically
granted for a development subject to a
referendum. There is also a ‘Community
Right to Build’ for small-scale schemes and
a ‘Community Right to Buy’ when local
assets, such as a post office, come up for
sale. The Government is proposing some
initial funding to kick-start the process.
While concerns remain about the ability

of some communities to organise such
schemes and potential disputes between
groups, these are new and radical changes
compared to previous piecemeal or
unsophisticated attempts at involving the
public in planning — although broader
initiatives, such as neighbourhood
management, have been more coherent and
sophisticated. Early efforts at public
participation in the planning system, then,
simply presented completed proposals to

local people and asked if they agreed or
not, locking stakeholders into de facto
adversarial processes. The next wave of
improvements asked people in advance
what the issues in their area were and, in
some cases, about alternatives. The means
of communication were more varied and
arguably less daunting.
The Big Society/Localism proposals

represent the first time that communities
have been offered opportunity to control
the whole plan-making process from initial
ideas through to design, approval,
implementation and evaluation. Alongside
these changes in the planning system
another revolution has been taking place in
the way technical ‘experts’ and the public
might work together. Participatory
Appraisal (PA) and its precursors have been
in the vanguard of contributions to theory
and practice in community participation. In
fact, agriculture in Africa, farming systems
research and international development
turn out to be the unlikely ancestors of PA
and community training in urban
Warrington.

PARTICIPATORY APPRAISAL
AND URBAN PLANNING
Participatory Appraisal grew from
international rural development in the
1980s when expert-led, technical
approaches dominated agricultural
extension. These ‘survey and extension’
approaches were based on extractive
research, with local consultation and
community survey data taken away by
outsiders, for outsiders to make their plans
for others — similar to some attempts at
urban planning.
Voices from social anthropology, action

research and farming systems research
recognised that explicitly acknowledging
local people’s knowledge could:

(a) complement and add value to outside
‘expert’ knowledge;

(b) provide an entry point into meaningful
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collaboration with farmers (doing
‘with,’ rather than doing ‘to’ or doing
‘for’); and

(c) lead to improved uptake and
sustainability of solutions that were
jointly (and hopefully more
courteously) identified.

Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA) was
described as a set of approaches and
methods, a toolkit ‘. . . to enable local people
to share, enhance and analyse their
knowledge of [their] life and conditions, and
to plan, act, monitor and evaluate.’27 This
view on the importance of participation
throughout the project cycle seems to have
found an echo in Big Society ambitions.
During the 1990s, PRA approaches were

explored in urban areas internationally.
Issues such as poverty analysis, crime and
safety, unofficial urban settlements, and
transport were researched, for example in
Bogota (Colombia),28 Kingston (Jamaica),29

Port Moresby (Papua New Guinea)30 and
Accra (Ghana).31 In the northern English
town of Hull, Tilly Sellers and Martin
Westerby used PA with the Young People
and Sexual Health Project, extending the
work to Walsall and other places.32 In
Walsall, the rural/urban and north/south
dimensions of PA merged when rural
workers from South Sudan and Malawi
evaluated the Walsall PA Network as part
of their Master’s theses, co-sponsored by
Oxfam UK Poverty Programme.33

Over time then, PA has become an
important member of a family of
qualitative tools that can work alongside
questionnaires, household surveys and other
instruments. It is a way of working with
residents that:

1. treats local people as experts in their
own lives and areas;

2. builds confidence, understanding and
excitement through people working
together on practical research about
their community;

3. helps people from communities,
agencies and business come together to
discuss things that are important in
shaping their area; and, crucially,

4. develops acceptable ways of moving
from ideas and plans to action.

Key PA tools in Warrington were based on
analysis of area (eg community mapping,
community walks), time (eg activity
calendars, timelines) and priority (eg
ranking, consensus-building techniques).

WARRINGTON TOWN AND AREA
PLANNING
Warrington’s history has been shaped by
the east to west River Mersey and its
valley, and efforts to cross the river by
ford, ferry and (since the 1200s) by
bridge.34 The transport bottlenecks facing
early farmers and the first Roman
settlement remain today as commuters
struggle with long queues and few
crossings. Warrington’s location, midway
between Liverpool and Manchester, has
also brought benefits however. The town’s
importance in the Industrial Revolution
was, in large part, due to a location
advantage offered by the Mersey, links east-
west (Chester to York), and north-south
(London to Lancashire and Scotland).35 The
town became known for the manufacture
of sailcloth, soap and later, wire. To
commemorate the wire-making history,
the local Rugby League club was
nicknamed ‘The Wires’ and the local radio
station is Wire FM.
Transport links were improved with new

canals, including the Manchester Ship
Canal in 1893, and railway links. By the
1980s, however, de-industrialisation had left
its mark. The Mersey was heavily polluted
from its own industries and those upstream,
and many of Warrington’s manufacturing
industries had declined, despite their
diversity. The M6 motorway, built in the
1960s, brought benefits to the town but
also allowed people to by-pass it.
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Warrington was designated a New
Town in 1968. The New Town Master
Plan was only partly implemented with
new developments being built close to the
M6 in the north-eastern (Birchwood) area,
which is now an important centre for high-
tech and distribution companies.
Warrington today has mixed fortunes as

a result of its historic legacy. Any borough-
level, socio-economic statistics mask great
variation. Orford is the most deprived
ward in the borough and among the 3 per
cent most deprived in the UK,36 with other
hard-pressed neighbourhoods being close to
the town centre. The most affluent areas are
in South Warrington, covering the villages
of Lymm and Grappenhall.37

Warrington Borough Council is a
unitary authority and as a consequence has
wide-ranging powers in education, social
services, local transport and town planning.
The council decided to implement ‘area
planning’ to coordinate its service delivery
across the borough. Four Area Boards have
been established in central, east, south and
west Warrington to bring together public
sector organisations (eg council, police and
health), private and voluntary sectors,
community leaders and groups, and
residents. The overall aim is that they will
identify and prioritise issues that need to be
tackled in their area. Each area was to have
an Area Plan.

BUILDING RESIDENTS
CAPACITY TO PARTICIPATE IN
AREA PLANNING
Warrington Council wished to develop
ways of increasing community input to
their strategic area planning process. In
2006, the council developed an initiative
called ‘Stronger Together’ to deliver
neighbourhood working across the
borough, incorporating both area
coordination and neighbourhood
management. The council wished to:

(a) strengthen resident participation in area

planning through their Stronger
Together and Area Planning initiatives;

(b) develop a pool of community
researchers who could work with
agencies to ensure that local needs were
understood and incorporated into
delivery plans; and

(c) explore social enterprise, community
volunteering, and community
partnership models.

The council decided to use PA as an
approach to achieve these things. Mind the
Gap was commissioned to deliver work
rooted in the principles and tools of PA to
build safe, ethically robust and practical
ways of working with residents in various
local situations across the four areas. The
goal was to train 20 residents across the
borough in foundation-level PA. After a
stakeholder analysis, a 90-minute taster
session was offered to established
community groups, which were already
meeting for some purpose. A three-stage
process was designed:

1. pre-training ‘taster sessions’;
2. hands-on, practical training in people’s

communities; and
3. reflection, practice and handover.

Several approaches were used to initiate
and maintain contact with people,
including e-mail, fax and face-to-face. In
the end, regular telephoning proved the
most effective.
Taster sessions used one time-based tool

(either a time line, or community calendar)
and one area-based tool (either a
community map or a community walk).
During 2009, 17 taster sessions were carried
out. These were crucial in ensuring trust
and enabling people to understand how the
training would be delivered, and for what
purpose. From the taster sessions, people
who were interested and available came to
one of two three-day practical training
courses in July and August: at St Margaret’s
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Community Centre, Latchford (south/
central areas) and The Orford
Neighbourhood Project (north/west areas).
Twenty-one people signed up and
completed the course.
Training was based on real issues in the

communities where participants lived,
involving several cycles of group training,
community practice, and reflection. Each
course was supported with tailored
handouts and materials that participants
developed through their own work. The
PA training was linked with training in
communication, presentation, facilitation
and conflict management skills. For
example:

1. Residents presented their work,
developing confidence and skills in
facilitation and presentation.

2. Courses included significant reflection
on individual and group
communication styles, with a strong
focus on listening, questioning and
managing silences.

3. Several conflict management skills (eg
consensus building techniques and re-
framing language) were linked to PA
tools.

Individual and teamwork in communities
was explored. Emphasis was placed on how
to understand and record the different
perspectives people have on their
neighbourhood’s needs and opportunities.
Together with the council’s area

coordinators, two ‘gallery’ workshops were
designed with the participants, who then
led the workshops to share course and
consultation outcomes. Councillors, police,
health service, and other agencies were
actively involved in discussions. This led to
a celebration and award of certificates at
Warrington Wolves rugby stadium, with
players, staff and council officials affirming
residents’ achievements. The results were
reported to Warrington’s four
Neighbourhood Area Boards. The findings

were incorporated into a broad range of
information and findings gathered by
neighbourhood teams through more
traditional community consultation, for
inclusion into the Area Plans.
Residents took the training forward in

their own way and through a carefully
facilitated process of reflection, practice and
handover. Several participants wished to
develop actions for the community and
continue their own personal development.
In February 2010, Warrington Council, and
Cheshire West and Chester Council secured
funding through the Northwest Coalfields
Communities Regeneration Programme to
enable good practice in community
development to be shared in the northwest.
With this funding, links were developed
with the community team at Ellesmere
Port, Warrington’s area coordinators and
Mind the Gap.
Seven residents received further training

in facilitation and training. Working with a
smaller group enabled a high degree of
focus and specific coaching, mentoring and
real-world practice. A shared learning event
took place in Ellesmere Port in March with
residents from the Stanney Estate. Local
residents and officers undertook PA of one
neighbourhood. Warrington residents
became trainers themselves and co-
delivered a successful event, effectively
managing a number of unpredicted
interventions along the way. The Ellesmere
Port work further built up residents’ skills
and confidence, and enhanced their ability
to engage with area planning and the work
of other agencies, adding PA to the bag of
tools they had gathered through their
involvement with neighbourhood work.
Confidence was further enhanced in
January 2011, when Warrington residents
presented their work at a national
conference co-sponsored by a national
consortium of PA workers, Participatory
Practitioners for Change (PPfC), at
Staffordshire University. There now exists
a strong foundation from which to
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strengthen and enlarge the group, which
has gone on to form an embryonic social
enterprise, called ‘Participatory Appraisal
Warrington (PAW) — hands-on
community research.’

REFLECTION
The workshops were considered to be a
great success by the participants: all those
who initially signed up completed the
entire course. Residents learned a number
of PA tools and developed other skills, such
as giving presentations, basic project
management, listening, observation, asking
high-quality questions, and interviewing.
The courses provided frequent
opportunities for participants and
facilitators to reflect on their learning
through various approaches to reflective
practice and double loop learning.38

Participants not only learned about the
content of PA, but also about the process,
enabling them to find deeply satisfying,
intensive learning.
Participants also gained skills in

managing differences of opinion within the
group as they worked to refine ideas and
agree about differences in their approaches.
For most participants, their growing
confidence was as important as the skills
they acquired. Several participants had
never given a presentation in public but
gave confident, robust presentations first to
an audience of councillors and officers from
a range of agencies, and later to strangers at
a national conference, answering questions
with ease and clarity. As a group, all the
residents played different and
complementary parts. Those who
facilitated complex events in Ellesmere Port
and at Staffordshire University were
commended by other residents and agencies
for the way they presented the work and
the rapport they achieved.
In addition, Warrington Council

received a locally relevant, detailed report
with a rich set of data that informed their
Area Plans alongside the statistical data

obtained by other means. These Area Plans
now form the basis for deciding council
priorities, attaining one of the council’s
main original objectives.
Ideally, training would have been spread

over a longer period and not during the
school holidays. A wide range of people
aged from 17 to 70+ participated.
However, some young mothers who were
keen to attend could not arrange childcare.
Other potential participants were away in
August, and no one from minority ethnic
groups was able to participate despite
determined follow-up. A longer lead time
might have provided an even greater
diversity of participants.
Further workshops, reflecting on the

approach taken in Warrington, have been
run for professional staff: two for the Royal
Town Planning Institute in Manchester and
Leeds, and three for the Institute of Place
Management in Manchester and
Birmingham. The feedback from these
reinforced the value of PA in a range of
contexts.

CONCLUSIONS
‘We are happy to endorse the worthwhile
work . . . in Warrington and appreciate the
valuable outcome . . . ie the establishment of
the Warrington Participatory Appraisal social
enterprise which the neighbourhood
engagement team continues to support.’
Jan Souness, Assistant Director Neighbourhood
and Cultural Services, Warrington Borough
Council.39

Effective facilitation, powerful design, and
sincerity were highlighted in evaluations as
key reasons for success. These are perhaps
critical aspects of ‘software’ required to
successfully implement localism and Big
Society agendas. Considerable attention
was paid to:

— A robust stakeholder analysis that
included assessing groups’ goals, needs,
strengths and interests, including those
of residents and local authority teams;
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— designing a sincere, trustworthy process
to which everyone could contribute,
which was clear and locally relevant;

— building and maintaining effective
communications, trust, empathy and
rapport between facilitators, residents
and area coordinators;

— a variety of training skills, based on
safe, relevant PA principles and tools;

— effective organisation, project
management and conflict management
skills, including consensus building and
negotiation;

— a range of facilitation approaches to suit
changing circumstances and different
needs;

— managing needs for a flexible process,
but one with energy, momentum, a
sense of fun, and practical outcomes
that met all stakeholders needs; and

— developing joint indicators for success
that were relevant for residents as well as
the Borough Council as commissioners.

Levels of commitment were designed to be
flexible and people took different paths after
the training. Seven did further training and
went on to establish a foundation for a social
enterprise. Others found work, did
additional volunteering in their own
neighbourhoods or simply gained
confidence and added PA to their toolkit.
Warrington Council’s ‘Stronger

Together’ policy environment enabled
leadership, flexibility and budget; the whole
process has provided good value for money
in the view of the local authority
commissioners. Several gaps remain,
however:

1. Broadening the base of PAW to include
youth andminority groups has proved
challenging, even though the work has
reached many people who would not
previously have become involved.

2. Further training and capacity
development are key requirements for
sustainability. Achieving these remains

a concern in the current climate of local
authority budget and staff cutbacks.

3. Guidance is needed on where PAW can
find support for development and
budget in pursuit of becoming self-
reliant. Such guidance could be part of
a ‘commitment package’ to ensure
sustainability and development of
groups such as PAW, which have
started to prove themselves, and which
contribute so demonstrably to the goals
of the Big Society, localism and
devolving powers.

Carefully facilitated Participatory Appraisal
(PA) provided an effective set of principles
and tools that supported and enhanced
Warrington’s existing neighbourhood
planning, helped build skills and confidence
and led to effective further action by local
people in collaboration with service
providers.
New government initiatives under the

Big Society require strong community
engagement. New legislation is opening up
new opportunities, never before available in
England and Wales, for communities to
create their own land use plans.
Neighbourhood development plans, and
planning in general, are key areas where
established community engagement
approaches could assist.
Participatory Appraisal requires training,

support, and ongoing practice, but, once
learned, these techniques are very accessible.
Work in Warrington, the UK, and
international urban contexts, have shown
that PA can contribute to planning in the
widest sense, taking community
consultation beyond simple extractive
approaches, to support people in planning
consultation through to approval,
implementation and evaluation.
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