
 

 

RUSI/UKBEAG Roundtable 
Planning for Peace/Coexistence in Cities 
 
 
In 2015, the UK government published its National Security Strategy and Strategic Defence and 
Security Review, which identified social inequality and exclusion together with rapid and unplanned 
urbanisation as being among the key drivers of instability. Two years later, the World Economic 
Forum cited ‘failure of planning’ as one of the top global risks over the course of the next decade.  
 
Responding to these challenges, the UK Built Environment Advisory Group (UKBEAG) champions 
the importance of good planning and design as vital contributors to prosperity and peaceful 
coexistence for both established communities and planned settlements. 
 
The UKBEAG brings together the collective skills and expertise of more than 100,000 built 
environment professionals in over 150 countries. Founded by the Royal Institute of British Architects 
(RIBA), the Royal Town Planning Institute (RTPI) and the Institution of Structural Engineers, its aim 
is to support humanitarian and development agencies together with foreign governments. 
 
Set against a backdrop of a lack of professional capacity, combined with weak built environment 
policy in many of the world’s most vulnerable countries, a RUSI-hosted UKBEAG roundtable was 
convened to consider the role of urban planning as a contributor to peaceful coexistence and 
stability within communities. The objective was to allow participants an opportunity to explore the 
role of design and urban planning within cities, between communities and in neighbourhoods 
experiencing or recovering from civil conflict.  
 
The discussion was framed around the aims of the UN’s 2030 Sustainable Development Goals 
(especially Goals 11 and 16 regarding ‘sustainable cities and communities’ and ‘peace and justice 
strong institutions’), the New Urban Agenda and the UNESCO Recommendation on the Historic 
Urban Landscape. Attending the roundtable were representatives from RUSI, members of the 
UKBEAG, the Department for International Development, the Global Alliance for Urban Crises, the 
Bartlett Development Planning Unit, the Rockefeller 100 Resilient Cities programme together with 
urban practitioners from Israel, Palestine and the UK. 
 
The idea of layered cultural resilience across economic and social boundaries emerged as the 
integral theme for peace-building in both Jerusalem and Belfast. Professor Mike Turner’s (Israel’s 
Bezalel Academy of Arts) call for the containment of crises by accommodating ‘multiple identities, 
creative ambiguity and creative definitions’, resonated with RTPI past president, Phil Williams’s 
experience with Belfast City Council of delivering cross-cultural facilities for youth and sport across 
the Northern Irish capital.  
 
By physically locating these buildings, and the different sporting disciplines they each support, 
across sectarian divides, the opportunity for engagement and interaction was created. The principle 
of natural wastage was accepted in justifying any overprovision of sporting facilities, on the basis 
that the initiative’s peace-building value was greater than that of its simple amenity: ‘One kidney is 
fine if it works, but it would be better to have two’, as one participant put it. 
 
Representation from the Department for International Development (DfID) gave weight to the 
subjects of migration and displacement, as well as an acknowledgement that urban planning has 
rapidly risen up the strategic agenda at government level. The government’s participation in the 
roundtable, through DfID, is recognition that designers can no longer be absent from policymaking if 
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the consequences of migration are to be managed. The role of the planner and designer in the 
integration of migrant communities is a complex multidisciplinary process, requiring research and 
new guidance to reflect the multi-faceted challenges. 
 
This complex area is currently occupied in part by humanitarian agencies, represented at the 
roundtable by the Global Alliance for Urban Crises, the International Rescue Committee and CARE 
International UK. NGOs provide valuable first-hand insight into the fragile relationships that lead to 
illegal settlement being tolerated and where the status of unplanned development becomes both 
irreversible and multi-generational. The humanitarian community has also experienced situations in 
which the withholding of building permits and building materials has been used as a form of 
exclusion, leading to poverty, insecurity and poor health while threatening the chances for peaceful 
coexistence.  
 
Building quality was a theme led by Dr Rami Nasrallah from the International Peace and 
Cooperation Centre (IPCC), whose courage and commitment to planning in East Jerusalem was 
recognised at the roundtable. Construction work in Area C of the West Bank – 61% of the territory 
and currently under full Israeli control – is necessarily often undertaken quickly to avoid intervention 
from the authorities. In the absence of a meaningful housing market, construction is typically of poor 
quality, becoming a source of poverty and therefore resentment. This situation is exacerbated by the 
diversion of limited funds towards intractable campaigns for legal recognition as well as abortive 
design work on the back of broken promises of legal planning status. Instead, the IPCC is boldly 
using the planning system, through advocacy, to give communities a physical and tax-paying status 
within Jerusalem’s city limits, demonstrating the importance of professional skills over raw funding in 
the work of planning for peace. 
 
A recurring theme was the capacity of good planning to foster community cohesion through effective 
and potentially low-cost interventions at many scales and the need to develop skills in this important 
and specialised area. A recurring constraint, however, was the lack of both institutional and 
professional capacity in countries where planning for peace is needed most. In Uganda, for 
example, there are only 178 architects to support the country’s rapidly urbanising population of over 
41 million. Similarly, in Pakistan, there are only 523 planners to support a population of more than 
200 million, emphasising the need for bold new approaches towards capacity development. 
 
In pre-revolution Libya – where the RIBA has previously been active at institutional level – decision-
making paralysis and institutional weakness prevented officials from approving Cullinan Studio’s 
low-energy masterplan until the eleventh hour of a housing crisis that sparked the first anti-
Muammar Qadhafi protests. ‘Had we nailed our masterplan drawing to every lamppost instead of 
relying on official channels, at least the informal building and land grabs that appeared since 2011 
might have delivered some semblance of urban cohesion’, said Philip Graham, partner at Cullinan 
Studio and roundtable participant.  
 
By its close, the session had reinforced the importance of political engagement and urban design as 
essential contributors to the work of building peaceful coexistence and stability within communities 
through effective catalytic actions. It had also identified the need for more effective integrative, 
multidisciplinary development of conflict-sensitive sustainable planning policy on a broad front, 
including the equitable provision of housing, education, employment, healthcare, utilities and shared 
public space.  
 
More collaborative research is now required to identify good practice examples, especially in places 
that can be co-created and co-owned, highlighting successful practice in each case. The challenge 
will be to engage governments and professional institutions to address underlying capacity issues 



 

 

quickly enough to make a difference when planning for peace, but recognising that in some places a 
more radical form of intervention may be required. 
 
The outcomes of this and future sessions and research will feed into UKBEAG’s support for Action 
Framework for Implementation of the New Urban Agenda (AFINUA), noting that the theme of ‘Cities 
in Crisis’ feature prominently on the agenda of the week-long World Urban Forum which opened in 
Kuala Lumpur on 7 February. 
 
 


