Diary of a County Planning Officer 3

On a Visit to GLOSCAT Planning School with RTPI Visiting Board

4/5 November 1977

En route I change trains at Gloucester and bump into Prof Stewart of INLOGOV, travel with him the nine minutes or so to Cheltenham. “How’s the new boy?” I ask him, a reference to Jim Amos who’s just joined them. “Haven’t seen him yet”, he replies, “We’ve sent him to help out in Istambul!”  I briefly explain that Jim is chairing our visit to GLOSCAT. A short chat and I detrain. 

A smart white Volvo taxi whisks me to the Queen’s Hotel for 7pm. From the foyer I notice Charles Herd (RTPI) sitting in the lounge by a blazing log fire. I quickly deposit my case in my room and return to join him and other colleagues for a drink – Professor Michael Bruton, and John Buckler, Chairman of the District Planning Officer’s Society from the Wrekin. Jim shortly arrives in his usual attire: plain grey suit, white shirt and maroon tie with small knot.

Conversation, ensparkled by a bottle of claret, is light and enjoyable. Dinner follows – I choose the house specialty, a kind of shish kebab. We touch on planning matters here and there - county and district relations, Jim’s departure from Birmingham, and so on. This is followed by two hours of reportage of Jim’s pathfinder visit earlier in the day. We share initial views. Bruton’s impressed by the documentation, but concerned by a muddled section on theory. Buckler – surprise, surprise – is concerned about implementation. I voice concern about understanding of public finance. 
At around 11.30 I excuse myself for some night air and nip round to a college friend for the latest gossip and a further nightcap. He lectures on the course, and reminisces on Phipp’s Turnbull’s earlier visit with the Board, and how enthusiastically Phil Heywood, Head of Department, showed him round the accommodation. Nothing was overlooked: ultimately, with a flourish, Phil opened a particular door crying out – “and this is the broom cupboard!” We wonder what tomorrow will bring. I repair to the hotel, it’s to be an early start, breakfast at 8. 

Friday’s a really beautiful morning, crisp, clear, plus all the charm of Cheltenham’s parks. John Buckler drives me to the college at Gloucester, where we wait for Jim. I spy Phil Heywood waiting in the foyer. He sees me and walks across with a broad smile and shakes my hand with his customary flourish. Introductions all round. He explains we must briefly meet the Principal – “a touching of gloves in a way…” Wisely the Principal doesn’t detain us, and Phil leads us off down a corridor decorated with photos of male nudes. “The last Visiting Board”, we chuckle. It certainly expresses the Art College ambience. 

“Concerning accommodation”, says Phil as we walk to meet the staff, “there will be opportunities for a more detailed look later on”. (I wonder whether we will be shown the broom cupboard?) As we arrive in the planning annexe, John Buckler explains to me the value of actual experience to the planner, whatever the worth of the college. We settle down in a pleasant room around a large table and Jim outlines the special points that we want covered sometime during the day: reading lists (rapidly circulated by Phil); accommodation (“if someone can take Charles round?” cries Phil); arrangements for specialist teaching, particularly geography; and “more about implementation”, says Jim. Phil scribbles furiously. And also three more topics, says Jim: public finance and budgetary processes, provisions for overseas students, and also rural planning. He then adds on staff/student ratios and course finance. Phil eagerly puts all this in hand. 

Jim then invites him to talk about the course. Phil starts with the school’s philosophy.  “Not a personal clarion call”, he explains, “all Heads have to prepare such a statement”. “Oh, I thought they just had one they passed around”, says Jim, putting everyone at ease. “The view that underlies the course is an understanding of planning as an activity, an innate human one, of man cumulatively modifying his environment in accordance with changing social objectives” responds Phil. He goes on, “We provide a mixture of academic and project work, integrated and mutually supportive, not an arid dichotomy.” Heywood speaks well, convincingly with relish, memorable phrases tumbling forth. “We must take into account very significantly the social and economic determinants”, he stresses. He goes on to explain the eight themes around which the course is structured, to ensure that “planners are practical theorists”.

He then moves on to the twin educational and vocational aspects, “the right for students to receive a traditional English liberal education, plus the training to take informed decisions, decisions which restrict people’s liberties. Attitudes are therefore so important.” His cigar is now alight, he’s really motoring. “No kits are available, we must avoid logic chopping aridity – such as how many angels sit on a pin head! Students need to perceive the richness and complexity of real life situations.” I like this stuff, he’s impressing us all, it’s a good start. Course Leader Steve Owen augments his comments with an explanation of the course structure: “We try to avoid shallow comprehensiveness, we focus on a synoptic approach”. “Steve’s considerably matured since our last visit”, confides Charles later.  
Its 10.30, we’re bang on schedule. The full time staff now shuffle in: Alastair MacGilp in dark glasses and black suit, Jim Grove replete with architect’s bow tie, the avuncular Laurie Howes, and Harry “the trot” Cowan, with dark jacket and black marxist- style rollneck sweater, and then the bespectacled Nigel Curry looking vaguely intellectual. They look a bit like the Last Supper, but impress with their mid-career appearance. Behind them on the wall I notice a World War Two poster showing an alluring femme fatale with a warning to some randy RAF types to “Keep Mum!” Meanwhile Phil Heywood explains how they preside over their subject areas, and invites them to speak briefly in turn, he having covered Theory and Steve Owen Design. MacGilp speaks briefly on Strategic Planning with its emphasis on forecasting human activities; Curry takes us through Rural Planning, Grove does Government, Howes social aspects, and Cowan the economic. 
We then split up to follow our agreed interests: I get a few minutes with Harry Cowan on PF and budget, which he insists on finishing over lunch. This is followed by a whistle stop tour of students with Mick Bruton. Much too hurried, even farcical. Jim Grove attempts to introduce 1st Year work – “with respect, I’ve heard enough from staff already”, snaps Bruton, “I’d like to hear from the students.” 12.30 and its up for sherry with the Principal. Meanwhile I am reliably informed that Charles has indeed been shown the broom cupboard. 
Over lunch, Heywood engages us in a chat about theory. John Buckler isn’t particularly interested, but I feel that if practitioners take no interest they can hardly complain about bad theory being fed to students. “Who can object to the marxist analysis?” says Phil. (I think – ah, but what happens after the revolution?) “More carrots, sir?” asks the waiter. The easy assumption about Marxism was Peter Hall’s line at the Chester RTPI Conference. Its become fashionable amongst social scientists, the acceptable thing to say. So what’s my answer? I wish I knew.

In the afternoon, I enjoy the one hour session with 3rd and 4th year students which I share with John Buckler. I like his friendly style, and time flies by as we engage the students in a useful discussion, I hope, on their particular planning interests: minerals, ecology, industry, social aspects and so on. I wish there were more District P.O.’s like him. 

And so the Board reassembles, and Jim invites our final comments. Bruton goes first – generally impressed, likes the open style, and mainstream approach to course structure. He is concerned, however, about transport planning in its context, and also the number of overseas students. Buckler also approves, referring back to the student discussion. He likes the year out opportunity to gain experience. I support their general comments, I like the feel of the course, the evident commitment of staff, students seem alert and intelligent. Jim agrees, but expresses concern over specialist contributions, the budget, and overseas students. Charles Herd is impressed by the staff line up: “up six notches since last time, the students definitely seem of a high calibre.”
“Well”, says Jim finally, “lets tell them our recommendations”. Phil is called in for our findings. “We’ve found it a very useful day”, says Jim, outlining our concerns. “One values this scrutiny and guidance”, slurps Phil. A shift of emphasis on transportation? – “absolutely right. We will continue to move that way.” Equally, the geographical component, public finance, plus more familiarisation for overseas students. “And now”, says Jim, “I am able to tell you we are recommending full recognition of the course. I think we have all been very favourably impressed.” Beams all round, it’s a lovely feeling. Phil offers that “he’s enjoyed the pleasant, efficient and courteous way you’ve conducted the proceedings.” We stroll back to say farewell to the Principal. Presumably someone will tell the staff.
On the way home, I reflect. I enormously enjoyed the experience. Why? The company, brief sense of teamwork in a good cause, the school ambience, maybe the sense of patronage. Was it all worthwhile? I think so. I feel as practitioners we were alert to professional needs, we put the school on its mettle, and I came away with an understanding of their needs. Was a day long enough? With the pathfinder visit, yes. I do rely on instincts, and we all agreed the course felt right. The enthusiasm was there. At no time did I, or the Board, refer to the RTPI guidelines document. I didn’t even read it beforehand, far too turgid. Our final evaluation referred to no explicit criteria or objectives, but revolved around felt problems or issues. And probably none the worse for that. 
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