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MINUTES 

DISCUSSION ON ISOCARPʼS FUTURE 
London 8 June 2013, at Isocarp Plannersʼ Exchange Workshop on 

Regenerating Cities from Within – in Times of Scarcity (6-8 June 2013) 
by Judith Ryser, Head of Isocarp UK Delegation 

 
This discussion was a follow-up of the first discussion on the future of Isocarp among 
Isocarp members, organised by the Isocarp German delegation. The proposed focus 
of the London discussion was the feasibility of actions at local level, initiated by 
national delegations or individual members, with possible links to Isocarp 
congresses.  
 

1 Presentation of minutes of the workshop in Munich 
organised by the German Isocarp delegation in cooperation with other Isocarp 
members from Belgium, Switzerland and Austria, on 12 April 2013  
by Nicole Wirz, BM of the Swiss Isocarp national delegation 
(full minutes on ʻplannerʼ platform on Isocarp website).  
 
Overall, the meeting had stressed the importance of a long term vision for the future 
of Isocarp which expresses the wishes of the members and also reflects what 
members are offering to contribute.  
 

2 Main outcomes  
- statute revision needs to arise from the bottom-up  
- regional events constitute regional platforms of Isocarp plannersʼ exchanges; they 
are a complement of global discussions and congresses 
- the exco is in existence to support Isocarp as an umbrella, not to make independent 
decisions without membership consultation 
- the exco needs to become more transparent; Isocarp members want to be better 
informed of its activities, either through a regular newsletter or on the ʻplannerʼ 
platform;  
a summary of the Rome exco was requested from the Secretary General 
(unfortunately this did not take place)  
- regional Isocarp activities have to be bottom-up led; their purpose is to have a 
regional focus, but they are open to all Isocarp members 
- as regards Isocarp voting, most were in favour of one person one vote, albeit with 
provisos to prevent take-over by large national groups; electronic voting should form 
part of this process, although some had reservations about membersʼ willingness to 
use this technology.  
 

3 Contribution of the Secretary General Alex McGregor 
The Secretary General stressed the need for greater transparency of exco and the 
democratic deficit of Isocarp. There was a great need for more dissemination of 
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information, greater member participation in decision making, a less centralised 
structure with greater autonomy and independence of regions (say Americas, 
Europe, Asia, Africa), greater self-reliance with self-financing of regional activities. 
Devolved groups do not need to be geographic and can also be subject based.  

Isocarpʼs finances 
Isocarp was solvent again, but it lacked a business and action plan based on 
feedback from the membership and known to all.  

Isocarp means of communication 
A regular newsletter was necessary to inform the membership of current issues 
deliberated by Isocarp exco.  
A more decentralised Isocarp structure needed to be implemented in which regional 
entities were in charge of providing feedback on their activities to the whole of 
Isocarp. This is expected to mobilise members into more active participation. Many of 
them are not involving themselves in national or supra-national Isocarp activities as 
they do not feel included.   
Publications like the Annual Review with papers from congresses, together with other 
Isocarp publications are useful to planners. They also help publicise Isocarp and 
disseminate its knowledge. However, their financing had to be revisited as financing 
them from membership fees is unsustainable.  

Isocarp congresses, past, present, future 
Congresses were still considered the most prominent activity of Isocarp. The 
question was raised about the frequency of congresses. They were considered 
possibly too large and too formal, certainly too expensive for many members to 
attend. The alternative was more regional events with more focused topics and less 
frequent congresses. They could bring together results from the regional events 
under the umbrella of a more global topic. The current costs of congresses had to be 
revisited, together with sponsorship models.  
 

4 The 50th anniversary Isocarp congress in 2015 
The organisers of the 50th anniversary Isocarp congress are proposing a new model 
for Isocarp congresses. They described their decentralised model shared between 
cities in the Netherlands and in surrounding regions of Germany and Belgium. They 
aim at greater involvement of the local mayors and other leaders, as well as the local 
Isocarp membership which will act as host and accommodate members from the 
outside.  

“The productive and fair city”  
A substantive discussion on this chosen congress theme followed. The gist of it was 
that congress themes needed to become more relevant again, compared with recent 
ones which were considered too general. The 2015 congress intends to include the 
ʻresponsible capitalʼ. Cities had a prominent role in economic revival, but after thirty 
years this role is now changing, especially since the financial crisis. This provides 
great opportunities for innovation. Three cities are already competing in the three 
regions to be selected as congress host cities. Eight cities have been selected so far 
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to participate in this polycentric city network where different congress activities will 
take place, at no more than two hour travelling distance between the cities. This will 
enable the congress participants to take part in different places in smaller group sizes 
which permit effective exchange. The concluding event will take place in Amsterdam. 
The congress is content-based and oriented towards professional planning practice.  
A platform will be made available for pre-congress discussions. A pre-event is 
foreseen for 2014 elsewhere. This is to demonstrate that planning issues are context 
dependent. Planning is no longer essentially a national issue and cities are playing 
an increasingly important role in economic development of countries and 
interdependent cross border regions. (This may be a European phenomenon, but 
could be examined elsewhere).  

Issues to be addressed 
- Cities which are too dependent on the financial sector need to diversify their 
economy towards more productive activities, instead of being essentially 
consumption driven.  
- Planning needs to revise its traditional function in the process of city development. 
Planning needs to open up and become more self-reliant, appropriate for both 
growing and shrinking cities, not to be confused with the development process itself. 
Planning needs to accommodate the younger generation and its cultures and 
embrace its political function.  
 

5 Formal procedural aspects 
Despite the wish of members to focus on substantive issues, the discussion deviated 
to formal aspects, the financing of Isocarp, the formal relation between exco and 
congress host countries, the size of exco etc. While these issues are important they 
should derive from decisions on Isocarpʼs future professional role and the content of 
its activities. Only this can provide the basis for an appropriate organisational 
structure which is a formal means to a substantive end.  

The question remains:  
- Is there a need of Isocarp after fifty years of its existence?  
- If so, are its professional objectives still valid, or do they need to adjust to the 
planning requirements of the 21st century and a more globally interdependent world?    
- What role can and/or should Isocarp play in this changing world?  

Isocarpʼs characteristics 
What distinguishes Isocarp from other planning professional organisations is that it is 
constituted by individual members, instead of institutional members. This is its 
specificity and its strength. Members are practising planners and as such are 
upholding the excellence and ethic of the planning profession through their deeds 
and their position in their socio-economic contexts.  
Isocarp has various agreements with other international planning organisations. 
Cooperation as well as avoiding duplication is important. However, for its vision of the 
future Isocarp has to go back to basics and ask what its individual members want 
from the organisation, what they are willing to contribute and for what purpose.  
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One asset of Isocarp is that it provides a place for professional planners to network, 
exchange their experiences and build friendships. This was the case from its outset 
and remains highly valued. The London Isocarp plannersʼ exchange workshop was a 
living proof of this. A balance needs to remain between expansion in terms of 
numbers and geography, as well as possibly professional expertise in a wider field of 
the development industry and the production, regeneration and maintenance of the 
built environment, and a network of individuals who value the exchanges and 
friendships they build with fellow planners from all over the world.  
 

6 Membersʼ discussion on the future of Isocarp – to be continued 
The informal discussions between Isocarp members about the future of Isocarp, 
initiated by Isocarp members in Munich, were taken up again in London and will be 
continued at the workshop organised by the Isocarp Swiss national delegation in 
Basle on 17-18 October 2013 on cross-border planning. Their purpose is to explore 
Isocarp activities at global and regional levels, what they bring to Isocarp members, 
as well as to the planning profession at large.  
 
Other regional workshops have been offered and will be firmed up over the next few 
months. They will enable Isocarp members to develop their ideas about Isocarpʼs 
future further, and to communicate their key points on the ʻplannerʼ platform to all 
Isocarp members for further electronic interaction. The aim is that the outcome of 
these discussions would eventually form the basis for a debate at an Isocarp 
congress and lead to a manifesto and organisational structure fit for the 21st century.  
 
London, 13 June 2013.  
 


