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Book reviews

Urban Regeneration: A Handbook

Peter Roberts and Hugh Sykes (eds), Sage, London, 1999
320 pp., hardback £60.00, ISBN 0 7619 6716 8, paperback £18.99, ISBN 0 7619 6717 6

This book, published in conjunction with the British Urban Regeneration Association, sets
out to provide a practical guide, synthesizing theoretical and applied issues, for all those
involved in urban regeneration. It also aims to provide a comprehensive consideration of
the most important aspects of urban regeneration. The book is organized into four parts.
The � rst part considers the context for urban regeneration; the second deals with the major
issues involved in regeneration; the third sets out a series of cross-cutting issues relating to
legal, managerial and evaluative aspects of regeneration, and the fourth considers
experience outside the UK, together with lessons for best practice.

In Part 1, after an introduction by the editors that lays out the book’s structure and
overall philosophy, Peter Roberts in Chapter 2 sets out the origins, challenges and
purposes of urban regeneration. Speci� cally, he incorporates a de� nition of urban
regeneration – a contested concept – as ‘comprehensive and integrated vision and action
which leads to the resolution of urban problems and which seeks to bring about a lasting
improvement in the economic, physical, social and environmental condition of an area that
has been subject to change’ (p. 17). This chapter provides a useful introduction for Part 2,
while the following chapter by Andrew Carter introduces basic concepts such as
partnership and strategy, as well as relevant lessons from best practice.

Part 2 starts with the issue of economic regeneration and funding, considered by David
Noon et al. in Chapter 4. This chapter also considers the way in which such regeneration
can be evaluated. Remaining chapters in Part 2 deal with physical and environmental
aspects (Chapter 5), social and community issues (Chapter 6), employment, education and
training (Chapter 7) and housing (Chapter 8). These chapters follow a similar format,
including an initial summary of the major issues and a � nal summary of key issues and
actions, which ensures that the most important elements are highlighted. Together, these
chapters provide an easily accessible summary of the main substantive aspects of
contemporary urban regeneration activity.

Part 3 focuses on managerial issues of urban regeneration, considering the legal issues
underpinning land development (Chapter 9), monitoring and evaluation (Chapter 10), and
organization and management (Chapter 11). These chapters focus on the practicalities of
regeneration activity; for instance, Chapter 11, by Dalia Lich� eld, sets out a working
model that ranges from initial scoping activity to implementation of proposals.

Part 4 brings together lessons from experience elsewhere, beginning with lessons from
America in Chapter 12 by John Shutt. He shows how the link between policy in the USA
and the UK, which has been evident from the 1960s, continues into the 1990s, as
illustrated by the Blair government’s adoption of health, education and employment zones.
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Speci� cally, Shutt suggests that ‘Competitive bidding and the zone mentality have become
the dominant urban policy delivery process, both sides of the Atlantic’ (p. 265), as a result
of the interaction and interchange between politicians, academics and policy-makers. With
regard to Europe, Paul Drewe in Chapter 13 considers urban policy initiatives of both the
member states and the European Union itself. He assertively makes the case for the British
government playing a more active role in existing urban networks in the European Union,
as well as initiating new networks, in order to enable policy lessons to be communicated
more effectively.

The editor’s � nal chapter is useful as a synthesis of the book’s central themes and issues,
and this chapter also considers the potential future evolution of urban regeneration policy.
In this context, the editors note the importance of the scale at which urban problems are
tackled. Hence, they suggest, ‘local initiatives alone are unlikely to be suf� cient to
overcome major structural dif� culties, whilst broad-brush national solutions may lack the
� ne cutting edge that is vital for successful policy design and implementation at regional
or local level’ (p. 298). They go on to summarize the main strengths of current UK urban
regeneration practice, highlighting the frequent provision of comprehensive, robust, long-
term, integrated strategies, as well as its main weaknesses, including ‘the absence of an
adequate or complete de� nition, understanding and policy position with regard to the
origin, occurrence and likely outcomes of an “urban problem” ’ (p. 306). Finally, the
editors propose a future agenda for urban regeneration, including the need for a shift in
emphasis from urban to regional regeneration, and the need to establish genuinely
representative partnership as a permanent feature of regeneration.

The book succeeds in its aims, perhaps in part because of the partnership of academic
and professional contributors. It � lls a gap in the available literature by bringing together
key issues relating to urban regeneration, and combining them with practical issues
relating to implementation, management and evaluation. While some substantive themes
are not covered, consideration of such practical issues forms a key strength of this book.
Hence, for instance, Dalia Lich� eld’s chapter on organization and management deals with
the important but often overlooked issues that can determine whether an initiative is
successfully implemented, including the appointment of an appropriate project manager
and the inclusion of an acceptable exit strategy. Similarly, Barry Moore and Rod Spires,
in their chapter on monitoring and evaluation, show how governing principles can be
turned into reality by means of the use of speci� c practices and techniques. The
incorporation of relevant case studies throughout the book also helps to ensure its
usefulness as a practical guide, and the inclusion of summary boxes throughout the text is
helpful. This book therefore contributes to a range of debates surrounding urban
regeneration policy and practice, and it will appeal to a wide audience including students,
practitioners and policy-makers.

JOHN MCCARTHY

School of Town and Regional Planning
University of Dundee
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Metropolitan Planning in Britain – A Comparative Study

P. Roberts, K. Thomas and G.Williams (eds), Jessica Kingsley Publishers and Regional
Studies Association, London, 1999
Regional Policy and Development Series Vol. 20, £22.50, paperback,
ISBN 1-75302-403-1

Broad ranging reviews of the detail of British town planning practice are rare, and even
more so at the strategic level given the paucity of macroplanning work in the last two
decades in the United Kingdom. Indeed the last comparable work to Roberts et al. was
Cross and Bristol’s 1983 book on English Structure Planning, which was a review of the
� rst decade or so of the new strategic planning frameworks � rst introduced in the 1968
Town and Country Planning Act, and which unashamedly announced itself as ‘a
commentary on procedure and practice in the seventies’. Much has changed since then, not
least the demise of the metropolitan country planning authorities in England in 1986, and
the later changes in Scotland and Wales consequent upon devolution and further reform of
local government. Thus even before considering planning practice itself at the strategic
level, it can be forcefully said that the whole administrative world within which such
practices take place has changed radically since that last overview almost two decades
ago.

Roberts et al. have assembled an excellent team of authors to undertake this new
analysis and, given the importance of metropolitan planning within Britain, it is not
surprising that they have concentrated on big city planning, rather than revisiting the world
structure planning for all areas. Also, unlike Cross and Bristow, the team of authors are all
academics, rather than those involved in the nitty-gritty of detailed policy making.
Nevertheless, the value of this review lies in the detailed expositions of the twists and turns
of strategic metropolitan policy-making within the planning systems of nine of Britain’s
metropolitan regions in the case study chapters, over the last 25 years or so. It then draws
on these to make more general statements about the health and future of metropolitan city-
wide planning in Britain, as an essential task of planning practice between the new
revitalized strategies at the national and regional scales, and the district local planning with
which we are more familiar.

This book is organized into three parts of 14 chapters. Roberts and Williams provide
together three chapters of introduction on the purposes of metropolitan planning in Britain,
its origins, history and procedures; and this is followed by the nine chapters of the case
studies for London, West Midlands, Merseyside, Manchester, West Yorkshire, South
Yorkshire, Tyne and Wear, Cardiff, and Strathclyde. The � nal two chapters, by Thomas
and Roberts are entitled ‘Taking Stock’ and ‘Looking Forward’, and are essentially a
review of the � ndings of the case study authors, and a plea from Roberts for a system of
metropolitan strategic guidance to be established across the devolved planning systems of
Britain, along the lines of those found elsewhere in Europe and America (p. 257).

The interest of the book lies in the variety of practical solutions found to what largely
became a metropolitan planning vacuum after 1986 in England, and to compare that for the
� rst time in a book of this kind with the alternatives then on offer in the comparable
Scottish and Welsh situations. Indeed, it seems ironic that as interest in metropolitan
planning in England is being rekindled, Scotland should currently be grappling with the
demise of what many regarded as the only true metropolitan planning authority in the
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United Kingdom in Strathclyde (pp. 205–210). Filling the strategic void between regional
and local policy-making is the recurring theme of the case studies, and much depended on
the ‘shifting pattern of territorial and institutional geographies within which British
metropolitan land-use planning has taken place’. To that has to be added the multifacetted
urban policy agenda, particularly surrounding renewal and regeneration, which changed
the role of the metropolitan planner irrevocably over the last two decades. Metropolitan
planning, even where it did exist has thus faced an ever shifting policy platform upon
which to base its strategic thinking, and given the paucity of resources often given to it, it
is not surprising that the last two decades in British town planning practice have so often
been thought of as the period of the demise of strategic planning.

Overall the standard of the contributions is commendably high. Certainly as a source of
information on the recent history of big-city planning in Britain for students the book is a
gold mine. The quality of the writing however is let down by the quality of editing. There
is certainly some unnecessary duplication between chapters, and perhaps more irritatingly
text errors, poor map reproductions, and grammatical errors seem to have escaped the
eagle eyes of the editors. Nevertheless, production errors aside, this book represents a
thorough and informative set of studies on a topic long out of fashion. The fact that
metropolitan planning in Britain has gone on in such inauspicious times is itself a testiment
to its importance, and to the value of planning reviews such as this. Perhaps in some small
way, its publication and hopefully reading by those in power, will play a part in bringing
about that metropolitan planning revival that the authors so clearly feel is important and
necessary for the revitalisation of Britain’s big cities.

ROGER BRISTOW

School of Planning and Landscape,
University of Manchester

356 Book reviews
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