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Executive Chairman 
Chris Plenderleith

Leith Planning is a boutique 
town planning consultancy

Executive Chairman Chris Plenderleith heads up the Leith 
Planning Group, a boutique town planning consultancy with 
offices in Lancashire and London that operates internationally. 

Having worked in the sector for over 30 years, Chris knows that 
politics plays a major role in the planning process and that uncertainty 
is a fact of life. He believes, however, that its effects could be 
reduced were government to adopt a more agile approach. For this 
to succeed, there are three major practical questions to answer and 
five distinct issues to address. Chris gives his response and discusses 
what he feels could be done differently in Westminster.

Across our projects, both on a national and international stage, we have worked 
with key thought leaders and innovative organisations. These have included 
Lord Patel of Bradford, Lord Hunt and Lord Best alongside the Building Research 
Establishment, Breaking Barriers Innovations and DragonGate.

We believe it is the role of government to harness the benefits of change and 
mitigate the harm. In doing so, it would be well served by taking a few cues from 
business. Management in politics can often seem to be weighed down in part by 
unnecessary red tape and bureaucracy; adopting systems which are streamlined 
and agile is a positive move that saves time and taxpayer money.

Three key questions

These are:

 » How does government flourish in an increasingly volatile, uncertain, complex and 
ambiguous world?
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 » How is the government breaking 
barriers in responding to this 
challenge?

 » And what can leaders at every 
level do to create an energised, 
prosperous and meaningful society?

So how can these three questions be 
answered?

Stephen Denning, in his book The 
Age of Agile, How Smart Companies 
Are Transforming the Way Work Gets 
Done, comments:

“ Today, organisations are 
connecting everyone and 
everything, everywhere, all of 
the time. They are becoming 
capable of delivering instant, 
intimate, frictionless value on a 
large scale. They are creating a 
world in which people, insights, 
and money interact quickly, 
easily, and cheaply. For some, 
the revolution is uplifting and 
beautiful. For others, it is dark 
and threatening.”

Agility is not a word often used in 
relation to government; there are, 
however, organisations that are clearly 
leading the way in delivering a social 
agenda with collaboration and agility.

With regard to breaking barriers, 
our work with BBI has been 
illuminating. We see the pivotal role 
that good leadership plays in making 
collaborative action a reality.

It is worth mentioning the work of nHS 
West Lancashire CCG on the Digmoor 
Estate in Skelmersdale, where the nHS 
are looking to develop a strategy for 
housing – on the basis that a good 
warm home is the best preventative 
measure for keeping people out of 
hospital in the first place.

Government hasn’t been structured in 
a way to make it easy for one sector, 
healthcare for example, to have a say in 
housing, even though challenges such 
as these are clearly interdependent. 
Funding will always be a constraint, but 
agile management in the public sector, 
if based on collaboration, can make 
best use of the available resources.

Five huge issues

For 2019 and beyond, there are five huge 
issues facing government. These are:

 » Maintaining influence internationally

 » Sustaining economic growth

 » Responding to inequality, including 
regional disparity

 » Planning effectively for the welfare 
of an ageing population

 » Dramatically boosting housebuilding 
so that all generations have access to 
good-quality homes

Earlier in the year, the Financial Times 
interviewed eight foreign secretaries 
past and present, asking their views 
on the future of the country. Lord 
Palmerston, a great 19th- century 
statesman and foreign secretary for 
15 years, said of the nation’s foreign 
policy: “We have no eternal allies and 
we have no perpetual enemies. Our 
interests are eternal and perpetual.” 
Jeremy Hunt also said that “the trick is 
not to overestimate our strength, but 
not underestimate it either.”

The Leith planning team

We have 
worked with 
key thought 
leaders and 
innovative 
organisations
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In the absence of a big majority, I 
believe cross-party collaboration is 
necessary if we are to have a confident 
presence on an international stage. 
We are not necessarily a superpower, 
but we can certainly punch above our 
weight as a mid-tier nation alongside 
Japan, Canada, Australia, France 
and Germany.

When it comes to dealing with these 
issues and consequently taking our 
place on the global stage, we need 
the capacity to transcend party-
political dogma, promote the welfare 
of the nation and work hard to 
reduce inequality.

Economic growth, for example, can 
only be delivered by generating 
confidence – be that confidence 
in government or management. 
We must also, however, challenge 
bureaucracy and promote initiative and 
imagination, supported by inclusive 
policies which promote equality.

These recognise what is perhaps the 
only way to foster peace and equality: 
showing respect. Those who have 
accepted the call to serve in government 
and those with influence need to model 
themselves after some of the world’s 
greatest “healing” politicians.

Additionally, if policy on housing 
and health is to be effective, it must 
start with the aspirations of local 
stakeholders, thereby facilitating 
a constructive alternative to “silo 
bureaucracy”. This would promote 
collaboration between organisations 
delivering services and recognise 
that housing and healthcare remain 
cornerstones of wellbeing in the UK.

With regard to housebuilding, an 
ideal planning system would facilitate 
the development of innovative 
solutions to existing and future 
challenges. Additionally, it should 
include reincarnation of tried and 
tested solutions, such as new towns 
and villages.

It must also, however, promote 
collaboration between local authorities 
and housing associations to provide 
an attractive alternative to private 
renting. We are currently working with 
the Local Government Association 
on opportunities for strengthened 
collaboration between local and 
combined authorities on housing 
and planning.

Leading the charge – what 
next for Leith Planning?

Our work with the Building Research 
Establishment on dementia housing 
is a prime example of how best 
organisations can both innovate and 
inform government. Early adopters of 
innovation are clearly the key when it 
comes to facilitating necessary change.

It has been a good year for Leith 
Planning and our stakeholders, 
clients and strategic partners; 
it is surprising what “agile and 
inclusive” management can achieve 
when combined with meaningful 
collaboration. Perhaps we could pave 
a way to secure the country’s future 
together if government were to take 
some cues from industry in this regard.

We believe it is 
the role of 
government to 
harness the 
benefits of 
change and 
mitigate the 
harm
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