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To date, participatory spatial planning has produced disappointing results. We argue
that one reason is that time and again participatory planning proposals remain con-
trolled by public government, and that public government seems not to be very adaptive
to initiatives that emerge from the dynamics of civil society itself. To find out why and
how citizens could and would be motivated to contribute out of their own motivation
to urban development, we propose turning the focus outside-in, instead of inside-out.
In this article, we therefore introduce the notion of self-organization, referring to initia-
tives that originate in civil society itself, via autonomous community-based networks of
citizens outside government control which participate in developing the ‘urban fabric’
too. We discuss some examples of self-organization and draw preliminary conclusions
of the concept’s usefulness for the theory and practice of spatial planning.

Keywords: actor-relational approach to planning; complexity theories; post-
structuralism; self-organization; robust urban development; civic involvement

1. Introduction

Worldwide, co-operative methods for civic involvement are a major issue in spatial plan-
ning. We will begin this article by describing several arguments in favour of such citizen
involvement in planning. A brief history of civic participation in public planning of the past
45 years shows its original incentives, successes and failures, primarily in the Netherlands
but with some reference to developments elsewhere. However, to date, participatory spa-
tial planning has produced disappointing results. We argue that one reason is that time
and again participatory planning proposals remain controlled by public government, and
that public government seems not to be very adaptive to initiatives that emerge from the
dynamics of civil society itself, and thus is unable to address the growing complexity of
present-day society. This challenges us to explore the theoretical background for a radical
alternative view on social embedded spatial planning, which would be able to interact with
these growing complexities. This view goes beyond an exclusively government-focused
perspective (inside-out), but turns its focus to citizens and businesses themselves (outside-
in). To understand why and how citizens could and would be motivated to contribute
to urban development on the basis of self-motivation, we introduce the notion of self-
organization. We will examine the various notions of self-organization, to come up with a
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definition which goes beyond that of complex system approaches. In the context of pos-
sible concrete citizen involvement, we define self-organization in urban development as
initiatives for spatial interventions that originate in civil society itself, via autonomous
community-based networks of citizens, outside government control. In the latter parts of
this article, we will elaborate on various examples of self-organization in urban develop-
ment and finally, we will suggest the possible implications and a future research agenda of
the notion of self-organization for a more open post-structuralist planning approach.

2. Citizen involvement wanted

Worldwide, new co-operative methods for civic involvement in spatial planning are
evolving. Interactive, collaborative and/or participatory planning approaches have been
introduced in the United States (Innes and Booher 2000, Sandercock 2001), Italy (Balducci
2004), United Kingdom (Healey 1997, 2007), Belgium (Albrechts 2004), Scandinavia
(Plager 2004, Nyseth 2009) and even Brazil (Cymbalista and Nakano 2005) and China
(Fingerhuth 2004). In the Netherlands, various attempts have been made since the 1960s to
involve citizens from the very outset in spatial development processes, and co-operation is
advocated between government agencies, entrepreneurs and civic organizations or between
public, business and civic stakeholders, as a multi-actor approach to planning (WRR 2008).
Recently, the idea of active citizenship has been added to this approach (Tonkes 2006). It
entails, in various domains of spatial research, planning, exploitation and management,
(1) opting to increase active participation of citizens and (2) sharing responsibility for the
spatial environment between public government and civic communities. Despite the mount-
ing criticism of interactive planning (Weinrich 1972, Woltjer 2002, Boelens et al. 2006),
four arguments have been put forward for such citizen involvement in planning.

The first argument is social. It is expected that citizen involvement will contribute
greatly to social coherence in an increasingly fragmented and (re)secularized society. For
instance, in policies for deprived neighbourhoods, the lack of social cohesion and integra-
tion and cultural diversity are seen as forming a major obstacle to regeneration (VROM
2007a).! In this context, citizen participation or involvement is used as an instrument to
improve social conditions in two ways. The first is through empowerment. Through par-
ticipation, citizens learn to better articulate their views and desires — abilities that are
also useful in their societal careers (Hazeu 2008). Additionally, when accompanied by
participatory budgeting, active citizenship stimulates social cohesion and integration of
minorities in Dutch society (Tonkes 2006). Those minorities will meet in new settings;
new social networks will form; trust among residents will increase; and a new responsi-
bility for the overall social conditions within deprived neighbourhoods could be developed
(WRR 2005).

Second, it is assumed that citizen involvement stimulates new accountability for the
spatial conditions of certain areas. It is expected that active and involved citizens will con-
tribute to improving the spatial quality of their working and living environments (VROM
2007a). Participation would help create a better environment, as it would increase the
involvement of residents with their environments, as well as furthering a sense of belonging
and communal citizenship (WRR 2005). Concomitantly, it would increase the ‘embedded-
ness’ of spatial interventions in the local community and therefore improve the support
for and the commitment to such spatial interventions (VROM 2007a, Hulst et al. 2008,
Koffijberg and Renooy 2008).

Third, it is expected that citizen participation and involvement not only generate sav-
ings in the short run (increased social cohesion and commitment would shorten planning
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procedures) but also enhance economic robustness in the long run. The importance of a
well-functioning civic society (in terms of voluntary initiatives) for state and economy
was indicated back in 1981 by Adriaansens and Zijderveld (Reverda 2004). Examples of
active citizenship that generates economic robustness include a diversity of initiatives and
self-employment (Adriaansens and Zijderveld 1981) and willingness to invest in the local
community (VROM Raad 2006). In evolutionary terms, some economists even argue that
such networks could strengthen the related variety of the economy itself and therefore also
that economy’s resilience to changing circumstances (Boschma and Frenken 2006, Atzema
2010). Furthermore, citizen participation and involvement could improve the connectivity
of these networks with public welfare and would for instance improve the employment rate
in deprived neighbourhoods (VROM 2007a).

And finally there is a political argument too. The Netherlands government aims to
transform the Dutch welfare state into one that is more compatible with and supportive of
a society increasingly based on self-motivation and voluntary work (MinAZ 2007). This is
part of a wider debate on the perceived gap between government and citizens. Participation
could help to bridge this gap, since it brings government and citizens together to deliberate
on issues at stake (Tonkes 2006, WRR 2010). It therefore strengthens civic support for
public policies. Since citizens’ priorities can be better matched with policies, policies could
become more focused, communication between governments and citizens would improve
and, last but not least, participation would give citizens a more realistic expectation of
government actions (VROM 2007b). This requires democratic renewal and a strategy to
improve the democratic legitimacy and the problem-solving capacity of public policies
by improving quality of the interaction between government and citizens and broadening
support, thereby accelerating the policy process (Hirst 1994, Cohen 1997, Edelenbos 2000,
Hirst and Bader 2001, Pierre 2001).

Thus, citizen participation is increasingly backed up by a broad range of structural
arguments in the economic, social and political domains, as well as in the spatial domain.
It is argued that improvement in both the quantity and quality of citizen involvement
has become urgent, since there has been an unprecedented shift in the relative power
of actors involved in spatial planning practice. Improved accessibility of information,
individualization and increased empowerment, improved technical means (mobility, mul-
timedia, Internet, etc.) for social organization and exchange of ideas on specific issues
have resulted in a much more complex and heterogeneous setting. Moreover, the posi-
tion of planning within local, regional and national governments has weakened because of
ongoing globalization, governments’ reduced position in land management and shrinking
public funds (VROM Raad 2004). Both the room for manoeuvre and the legitimacy of uni-
lateral government actions have thus decreased, and public policy and planning now have
to increasingly rely on the ‘resolving powers of civil society’ (WRR 2005, see also WRR
1998). Governments simply cannot act on their own any longer.

Nevertheless, until now, the results of more participatory spatial planning have been
meagre. In 2000, Judith Innes and David Booher even declared that the traditional meth-
ods of public participation in government decisions were bankrupt: ‘They do not achieve
genuine participation in planning or decisions; they do not provide significant information
to public officials that makes a difference to their actions; they do not satisfy members
of the public that they are being heard; they do not improve the decisions that agencies
and public officials make; and they don’t represent a broad spectrum of the public’ (Innes
and Booher 2000). Previously, Harald Weinrich (1972) compared participatory planning
with what he called ‘Die Diktatur des Sitzfleiches’ — meaning that ultimately the citi-
zens or agencies with the greatest stamina would achieve equality — while Woltjer (2002)
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claimed that interactive planning would be nothing more than ‘a support machine’ to legit-
imize the decisions already taken by existing administrations in an insecure world. We will
come back to this later. Here we wish to stress that the alternatives to public participation,
which were based on sophisticated arguments about collaborative planning, are not very
convincing. Take for instance the collaborative planning process in the Rotterdam neigh-
bourhood Crooswijk, which, under the banner of collaborative stakeholder planning, has
more or less bypassed the interest of the residents. It has stimulated protest groups and
inertia, rather than commitment, involvement and support (see Box 1). The same goes for
the pilot projects Patsy Healey described in her book on urban complexity (Healey 2007)
and those in the afterword of the second issue of Collaborative Planning (Healey 2006).
In the Netherlands too, instead of evolving into embedded, robust and indisputable plan-
ning strategies, collaborative development proposals led to a kind of hit-and-run mentality
among project developers, who reaped the benefits and left the civic and public community
with the environmental burdens (Boelens et al. 2006, Cammen and Bakker 2006).

Box 1: Crooswijk/Rotterdam Summer 2009

Large vacant and undeveloped plots lie waiting for the outcomes of yet another round of appeals.
The residents of the neighbourhood — those that are still left — are again making plans for new
protests against the demolition and renewal of their neighbourhood and are considering how
the vacant plots could be used temporarily for neighbourhood events (unlikely to be autho-
rized). Meanwhile, the municipality proclaims the importance of citizen participation in the new
to-be-built neighbourhood of Crooswijk, and planning professionals stress the success of the col-
laborative planning approach to the redevelopment of Crooswijk. Perspectives on the success of
the renewal of Crooswijk differ greatly. The redevelopment of Crooswijk seems to have been
plagued by misunderstanding between citizens and planning authorities. What happened?

The initiative for redeveloping Crooswijk was taken in 1997 by the housing co-operation
involved. During the planning process, citizens were allowed to submit their ideas and visions for
the neighbourhood. This resulted in a shared vision for Crooswijk in 1999, in which the empha-
sis was on the renewal of the housing stock for the current residents. Meanwhile, in 2000, the
Municipality of Rotterdam developed a vision for the housing stock of the city. It designated
several neighbourhoods as suitable for large-scale redevelopment in order to renew Rotterdam
housing stock. From that moment on, the municipality and the housing co-operation collabo-
rated in developing a renewal plan for Crooswijk. Citizen involvement was temporarily put on
the back burner. The Crooswijk residents, however, assumed that eventually they would partici-
pate in the process again. When this did not happen, and the master plan for Crooswijk was first
presented in 2003, serious protests against the plan emerged. The residents of Crooswijk noticed
that their ideas from 1999 for ‘a renewal of the housing stock’ had been taken literally: 85% of
the present neighbourhood was to be demolished, and the replacement houses were intended not
for the present residents, but for higher income groups. The residents started organizing protest
groups and then in art projects concerning Crooswijk (cultural events, neighbourhood festivals,
etc.). The municipality and housing corporation — forced to deal with the neighbourhood protest
due to various legal appeals against the renewal plans — realized that their communication with
the residents had been questionable but seemed incapable of incorporating alternative ideas, ini-
tiatives and the newly emerged energy of the neighbourhood in the plans. They reasoned that
since the residents had the chance to participate since 1999 and to object, and that the plans had
been approved by the city council, further revision of the plans was out of question.

The first building blocks in Crooswijk were demolished in 2008, but since then, the renewal
has been put on hold. If planning professionals stress the success of the planning process for
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Crooswijk, they tend to focus on the municipality and housing corporation that were able to com-
bine their interests in a collaborative plan. The role of citizens in this process is ignored. And
if the municipality stresses the importance of participation of residents in Crooswijk, they mean
they are willing to co-operate with the new residents of the future neighbourhood. This account
therefore raises questions on how citizen involvement is actually practised and whether the plea
for citizen involvement actually addresses citizens in a meaningful way.

This short overview of the process of redevelopment of Crooswijk is derived from the fol-
lowing sources: www.crooswijk.com (23 July 2009); www.nieuwcrooswijk.nl (23 July 2009);
Crooswijk De Ster, Tuesday, 13 July 2004; Account of the meeting of the city-district council of
Crooswijk, 15 November 2004; Edwards, Arthur and Linze Schaap (2006), Burgerparticipatie in
Rotterdam, Centre for Local Democracy, University of Rotterdam.

Our starting hypothesis is that this is because time and again the proposals generated
by interactive, collaborative or participatory planning tend to remain and be developed
within the regimes of public government, whether at the formal or informal borders of
government planning. This tendency is remarkable given that those proposals for partici-
patory or collaborative planning are at least partly based on Jiirgen Habermas’ theory of
communicative action and on his plea to refocus on everyday life, beyond the rationalis-
tic regimes or instrumental and strategic systems (Habermas 1981). We will show that the
methods used to bring forth citizen involvement are nevertheless frequently largely based
on government preconditions. In order to understand why and how citizens can and will
contribute on the basis of self-motivation to urban development, we propose an approach
that radically turns the focus to outside-in, instead of inside-out. To do so, in this article
we will introduce the notion of self-organization, which rests on the idea that society is not
the result of one — governmental — perspective only, but of an endless variety of elements,
with all their diversity and dynamics. Thus we scrutinize initiatives that originate in civil
society itself, via community-based networks of citizens at a specific place or over long
distances, which are autonomous (i.e. beyond the control of government), yet also con-
tribute to the development of the urban fabric. These ideas come very close to recent new
ideas about a post-structuralist geography and an evolutionary and actor-relational plan-
ning (Murdoch 2006, Hillier 2007, Boelens 2009). In this article, we will show what that
could mean for a new approach to participatory and collaborative planning, based on the
notion of self-organization.

3. Three rounds of participation planning history

Citizens’ participation in government decisions has a history of at least 45 years within
Dutch planning. It was first introduced in the Netherlands by the ‘New Left” of the Dutch
Social Democrats from the mid-1960s (Meijer ef al. 1981). It mirrored the emancipatory
and democratic movements which were also evolving in the United States (as a result
of the Vietnam demonstrations), France (the student revolt), Germany (Rudi Dutschkes
‘Langer Marsch durch die Institutionen’) and post-war unrest in other western countries.
Instead of searching for alternatives in new structures and (in)formal institutions beyond
government, the New Left sought to improve from within. They criticized the existing pro-
gramme of the Social Democratic Party, saying it no longer connected with the ideas and
dreams of new generations. Young Social Democrats (such as Jan Nagel, Han Lammers
and André van der Louw) identified ‘a rejection of politics’ among their peers, which they
thought could be dangerous as ‘it could lead to a complete rejection of society and its
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undisputed revenues’ (Lammers et al. 1966). Since these points were accepted at a Social
Democrat congress in 1967 and some of the ‘New Leftists’ also came into power as gov-
ernors, chairman of the Social Democratic Party or later even ministers in the national
administrations of the early 1970s, the official programme of the Social Democrats soon
stated the aim ‘to channel unstructured protest movements and critical social voices in
new parliamentary ways, so that it could have fruitful effects for the society as a whole’
(André van der Louw, presidential statement, Social Democratic Party congress 1973 cited
in Meijer et al. 1981, pp. 41-45). The official Social Democrat policy focussed on ‘the edu-
cation of citizens towards parliamentary self-control’. This became a central leitmotiv on
the agenda of the national, regional and local administrations, which were also led by the
Social Democrats. Citizens needed to be empowered and stimulated to participate in gov-
ernance, management and communal responsibilities. Initially that should primarily take
place in their living environment, and in public housing and especially in policies for urban
renewal. But later on the stimulation to participate was also applied within the regional and
national spatial planning agencies in general, not only via participatory legislation, but also
within the general ideology of the Dutch Third Report on National Spatial Planning (1972—
1983). Instead of blueprint planning, this spatial policy report focussed on a procedural
and flexible plan with new facilities for participation and cybernetic adjustments along the
way. In fact, it marked the first round of participation, which when introduced in practice
merely enabled citizens to criticize and react to spatial proposals made by the government
agencies. This form of participation was subsequently incorporated into formal planning
procedures, and in certain countries was incorporated in legislation. Nowadays such citizen
involvement has come to be regarded as a general right not only in the Netherlands but also
elsewhere.

But, as mentioned above, these traditional methods of participation in public matters
were also heavily criticized, for instance by Judith Innes, David Booher and Patsy Healey
(Healey 2007, p. 4). Additionally, this first round of participation was also regarded as inef-
fective, as it was ultimately too concerned with the process rather than with the content of
planning (Cammen 1986). With the impact of the economic crises of the 1970s fresh in
people’s memory, this was no longer acceptable. Instead, new ideas about co-production or
about collaborative planning emerged, referring less to the planning ideas of Innes and
Healey and more to the successful inner-city and urban revitalization processes in the
United States of the 1980s (Kreukels 1985, Fainstein et al. 1986, Altshuler and Luberoff
2003). In fact, new kinds of public—private partnerships or a new kind of entrepreneurial
style of planning evolved, in which local, regional or even national governments opted
to collaborate with major stakeholders in business (at first mainly project developers or
investors) and later also with those from civic society, in order to develop embedded and
realistic plans in which each of those stakeholders would share responsibility. The result
was the renowned Dutch ‘polder model’ and the covenant scheme of planning, which
proved to be very effective in the 1990s and beyond (Kranenburg 1999). During the 1990s,
approximately 1 million houses were built in the Netherlands, two mainports (the harbour
of Rotterdam and Schiphol airport as major international transport hubs) were developed
and several infrastructure networks were extended. Nevertheless, even these seemingly
successful applications of collaborative planning evolved into a kind of undemocratic
decision-making in back rooms (Logan and Molotch 1987, Sartori 1991, Imbroscio 1998).
Accordingly also the collaborative/interactive planning advocated by Innes, Healey and
Booher was increasingly criticized as merely a ‘public support machine’ (Hendriks and
Tops 2001), which sidelined the more powerless and multicultural citizens (Sandercock
2001). A recent Ph.D. study by Sonja van der Arend (2008) which analysed the phases
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of structuration, institutionalization and manifestation of several collaborative/interactive
planning cases concluded that their instrumental use and connotation had come to over-
shadow the idealistic, democratic side of those planning approaches, transforming it into
the opposite of what was originally intended.

For these reasons, and also because of experiences such as the one recounted in Box 1,
the concept of collaborative planning is increasingly approached with distrust. The ideal
situation as described by Habermas, Innes or Healey seems — despite their sophisticated
arguments — far from realistic.

A third form of participation has therefore been developed: participatory budgeting, or
‘citizens’ initiatives backed up by government budgets’ (IPP 2006). This scheme, which
at this moment is creating a furore in some Latin American countries such as Brazil
(Cymbalista and Nakano 2005) and even in China (Friedmann 2005), has a long history
in the Netherlands too. Back in 1970, the project developer Eurowoningen developed a
neighbourhood of some 500 living areas around 12 squares in Leusden, a small village
near Amersfoort. Because the village administration had no experience with an urban
extension of that size and were afraid that the costs of managing such an extension would
escalate beyond their standards, it was agreed that the village administration would pay
their standard amount for managing the public and green spaces in such an area (cur-
rently approximately €59,000 a year) to the residents” own organization (Green Foundation
Rozendaal), which would then carry out the management. Using this sum, plus a small
additional contribution from the residents (currently €42 per household per month), the
residents’ organization has managed the public and green spaces for nearly 40 years. It has
built a swimming pool, tennis courts, adventure island (for the children), basketball field
and put in a television cable for this small community; as a result, house values are about
10% higher than comparable houses nearby. Moreover, children raised in the area who now
have their own families are queuing up to buy houses there (Heuvel 1992, VROM IPSV
2007). The success of this pilot project has stimulated other examples of collective man-
agement of public neighbourhood space, such as Chassépark in Breda, Eva Lanxmeer in
Culemborg and Vondelpark in Utrecht. These are similar to the successful prototypes of
semi-private or semi-public management of collective spaces in the United Kingdom and
the United States, which have a longer history — see Section 8.

A recent evaluation of semi-private/semi-public management by the University of
Delft showed that these initiatives have most chance of success if the relevant commu-
nity is homogeneous in terms of age, lifestyle, income or presence of children. Moreover,
the area needs to be clearly demarcated, if not with physical boundaries, then with respect
to appearance, identity, spatial arrangement and so on. Very important is the long-term,
more or less enforceable involvement of all residents, coupled with mutual trust, also in
the case of residents who have been rehoused or are newcomers (Post et al. 2007). The
government always needs to be in the background, ready to step in if the residents’ col-
lective management fails. Therefore participatory budgeting also needs to fit in with the
general regimes, outlines and therefore path-dependencies of national, regional or local
administrations.

4. Participation and its three persistent inclusionary premises

So it can be concluded that in the past 45 years citizens’ participation in spatial planning has
changed profoundly: from consultation, via collaboration towards a sort of delegated m