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In 1990 the Berlin wall had just fallen, the 
Hubble Space telescope was launched and 
Microsoft released Windows 3.0. It was a world 
before wide-spread access to the internet and 
long before most people had access to mobile 
phones. In planning for our cities and towns, 
a planner in 1990 would have been no more 
able to contemplate our current world of drone 
flights, instant connectivity, and Amazon Prime 
deliveries; than we can accurately predict 2050 
from our position in 2020. That said, based on 
current trends, it is possible to make some 
broad predictions. 

The robots are coming
Automation of jobs is going to be a fact of 
professional life by 2050. Let’s face it, it’s 
already here. If you still struggle to imagine 
what this robot revolution will look like, stop 
thinking about the Terminator and look at the 
supermarket checkout, people here are already 
being successfully replaced by machines. 

The impact of automation will not be limited to 
blue-collar or manual jobs, it is predicted that 
skilled jobs like doctors and lawyers will soon 
also be challenged for accuracy and efficiency 
by computers and AI.1 

What does this mean for planners?  We work 
in a hybrid area, making subjective decisions 
based on objective information. Additionally, 
the responsibility of decisions often rests 
not with an objective computer or AI, but 
with a subjective elected official. While this 
democratic connection may provide some 
protection from automation, readily machine-
readable local plans and regulations, and 
predictable and objective the decision-making 
processes will make it easier for AI to assume 
the role of the planning officer. 

Arguably this will free planners up to focus 
on the more ‘interesting’ or creative areas of 

our practice, but in order to do this we need 
to ensure that we are appropriately skilled. 
By 2050 (if not 2020) our planning graduates 
may have to be able to read computer code 
alongside design codes. 

Autonomous vehicles will not cure urban 
congestion
We can assume that planning for 21st century 
transit will be well-established by 2050, with 
the needs of Autonomous Vehicles (AV) and 
drone delivery services catered for within the 
design of our buildings and open spaces. Of 
course, as we are currently constructing the 
buildings and spaces that we will be using 
in 2050, this assumption relies on us making 
provision for these things now. As such, we 
have to get much better at this, and quickly. 

Meanwhile, although AVs are seen by some 
as a panacea for urban transit, the AV is 
still basically a car. As such, if the current 
model of mass private ownership is applied 
to AV, it is unlikely to become quicker or 
easier to get around. We will need to work 
with tech companies, transit companies, 
and governments to design a transit system 
that works for everyone. Unfortunately, with 
individuals like Elon Musk still happy to 
dismiss the impact of induced demand, we still 
have a long way to go with this conversation.2 

We will have the environment at the core of 
what we do
“If you think the economy is more important 
than the environment, try holding your breath 
while counting your money.” — Guy McPherson, 
School of Natural Resources, University of 
Arizona.

Planners are used to the concept of the ‘triple 
bottom line’ of environmental, social, and 
economic impacts involved in plan making 

and development assessment, however, as 
succinctly outlined in the above quote, it 
has become abundantly clear that it is the 
environmental bottom line that must be the 
core focus of the planning profession. 

The end of 2019 saw unprecedented bushfires 
across Australia, and significant flooding 
across Indonesia and much of northern 
England. Our experience of a climatic shift 
is now more obviously demonstrating the 
predictions of climate scientists, and the 
reliable and benevolent climatic conditions we 
have experienced for the recent centuries are 
becoming less reliable and less benevolent. 

It is easy to catastrophise in the face of the 
wilful scientific and climate ignorance shown 
by western national governments (ScoMo, 
BoJo, Trump etc.), but it is not all bad news.  

The frontier that most planners work on is 
local, not national.  At a local level it is possible 
to respond to scientific consensus in a way that 
national governments cannot (or will not) do. 

As shown in Figure 1, many local councils 
across the UK have declared a climate 
emergency, and (importantly) have started 
taking appropriate action to respond to this 
emergency. In taking this action we are 
seeing planners’ skills legitimately applied in 
developing and applying policy designed to 
limit our impact on the environment; and also 
manage the increasingly unpredictable impacts 
of the climate on our settlements. 

The renewed focus on the climate and its 
value is already leading to a fresh approach to 
the quantification and valuation of our green 
infrastructure and open space. By 2050 I would 
hope that the emerging approaches to natural 
capital accounting are fully embedded within 
our planning processes. 

Over the past decade we have seen the beginnings of 
fundamental shifts in our global environment and economy, and 
within our societies. Should these trends continue, by 2050 the 
world that we’re planning for may look a little different from 
now.
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In the UK the current focus on ‘biodiversity 
net gain’ is an example of this concept taking 
root already. Urban and regional planning, 
traditionally focused only on the human 
habitat, is starting to take note of the intrinsic 
value of nature and its systems in maintaining 
our planet’s life-support function.

Our economy will be circular
As important as the environment is, as 
planners we don’t (and are unlikely to in 2050) 
have the luxury of being able to take a myopic 
focus on this issue alone. In 2050 it’s likely that 
planners and the planning profession will still 
be grappling with social and economic issues 
alongside the environment. I would like to 
think that in 30 years the tools that we have at 
our disposal have continued to improve. 

The need to improve our resource efficiency 
through ‘cradle-to-cradle’ resource accounting 
is likely to play a much bigger role in economic 
planning in accounting. Just as we are 
currently required to assess the environmental 
impact of developments (through EIA) and 
of plans and polices (in Europe through 
SEA), by 2050 its likely that a much more 
thorough assessment of complete life-cycle of 
developments will be required. 

Where to in 2050?
Among the key objectives of urban and 
regional planning is to manage and mitigate 
the impact of human habitats felt by 
existing settlements, and also by the natural 
environment.  This is likely to remain true in 
2050.  

Planners have always used the available 
technology to advise on plan making and on 
development management. In 1990 the best 
technology available was largely comparable 
to that available 50 years prior to that. In 
contrast, today’s GIS platforms (or even of 
Windows 10) would be unrecognisable in form 
and function to a planner using Windows 3.0 in 
1990.  There is no reason to suggest that the 
tools available to us as a profession will not 
continue to evolve rapidly over the coming 30 
years.  It is our responsibility to stay on top of 
these evolutions to ensure that we still have 
the skills to deliver thriving environment and 
communities through to 2070 and beyond n

Harry Quartermain is an urban planner 
based in the UK. He spent nearly a decade 
working in Sydney and during this time held 
various roles within the NSW PIA committees. 
He is experienced in the delivery of major 
developments and policy. Harry is currently 
part of the RTPI General Assembly. 

Endnotes 
1   See: https://hbr.org/2016/10/robots-will-replace-

doctors-lawyers-and-other-professionals

2  See: https://www.forbes.com/sites/
carltonreid/2020/12/29/elon-musk-dismisses-
induced-demand-a-phenomenon-first-witnessed-in-
1866/#6de941f87c5d

Figure 1: Map of UK showing local councils declaration of climate emergency (Source: LUC)
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