A Giant Contribution to Global Planning

Education

Klaus Kunzmann and the Founding of AESOP

Rachelle Alterman

The existence of a global academic identity for
planning must not be taken for granted. If it
weren’t for Klaus Kunzmann, there would have
been no AESOP. And if it weren’t for AESOP,
today’s global planning education institutions
would have not emerged or, at best, have been
greatly delayed.

The vision that Klaus realized 30 years ago
with the founding of AESOP has created a mo-
mentum with invaluable benefits not only for
planning education, but for the citizen-clients
of planning worldwide. Even though I was not
representing any European school’, T sensed
that something very significant was in the off-
ing; I therefore travelled to Amsterdam in 1987
to attend AESOP’s inauguration ceremony
(and was the only non-European there). I have
followed AESOP’s evolution and impact ever
since. In this brief note, I would like to share
with you what I have observed about AESOP’s
contribution to the emergence of planning ed-
ucation globally.

Unlike medicine or engineering, for exam-
ple, planning is not a self-propelling global
profession. Medical practitioners are depend-
ent on knowledge transfer about dangers dis-
covered, new medicines, or new technologies.
In planning, the gains and losses due to knowl-
edge transfer are more amorphous. In fact,
planning has a built-in contradiction between
the pull of localization and the push of globali-
zation. On the one hand, planning is locally
grounded both in its history and ideology:
Historically, the planning profession emerged
from local-national initiatives in a geograph-
ically fragmented process. Planning ideology
seeks to enshrine locally specific “placemak-
ing” as a valued norm. In each country, the
planning profession is bounded by its own na-
tional and local legal frameworks, and itis em-
bedded in specific socio-cultural and political
contexts. The legal and political contexts differ
greatly across countries, even when they might
seem similar from a distance (Alterman 2017).
Atthe same time, the planning profession can-
not continue to serve its clients — the major-
ity of humanity — without global knowledge
exchange. Planning education and research
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is the natural platform where global creation
and exchange of knowledge can be nourished.
Klaus Kunzmann and the colleagues he in-
spired in 1987 constructed the hand-made
foundations for this platform.

While in Amsterdam, T sensed that AESOP
might indeed be the experimental ground to
see whether our field can mature into a global
profession. The cross-cultural and cross-na-
tional exchange, I hoped, would release plan-
ning from the umbilical cord that ties it to its
national-local origins.

However, when AESOP was inaugurated,
even Klaus Kunzmann probably did not antici-
pate the “big bang” impact that this organization
would have on the future of planning education
globally. AESOP was viewed primarily as the Eu-
ropean continental parallel to the United States’
Association of Collegiate Schools of Planning,
founded a dozen years earlier as the home of US
(and Canadian) planning schools. Kunzmann
recounts how he and Patsy Healey — AESOP’s
founding mother - raised the idea of forming a
European equivalent to ACSP. In Kunzmann’s
own words, posted on AESOP’s website:

“When attending the Annual Congress of
the American Association of Planning Schools
(ACSP) in Adanta in 1985, Patsy Healey and 1
regretted that Europe did not have such a fo-
rum of exchange. We both were impressed by
the flourishing annual jamboree of members
of planning schools in North America, present-
ing the results of their research and exchang-
ing their experience in preparing planners for
practice and research. Upon return from At-
lanta we immediately explored possibilities of
establishing a similar association in Europe, in
a continent divided by languages, religion, cul-
ture and political traditions.”?

Why did AESOP’s founding turn out to be
such a significant turning point for the global
future of planning education, more than the
establishment of ACSP? In my view, this was
because AESOP set itself a goal with inherent
global significance: To bring together planning
educators and students from a highly divided
continent. Europe did not have a political, lin-
guistic, or cultural bonding equivalent to the
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one that underpins America’s ACSP. The con-
tnent at the time was even more divided than
today. It was split into two geo-political-mil-
itary blocks, lacked a shared language (Eng-
lish proficiency was lower than today), encom-
passed diverse cultures, had to contend with
economic disparities and the lingering memo-
ries of bloody internal wars.

So, in 1987, Kunzmann’s vision of planning
education expanding across Europe was no
more than a dream. No one foresaw the demise
of the Soviet Union, yet AESOP was prepared
from the very beginning. I can testify that dur-
ing the initial discussions about the candidacy
of the first slate of planning schools, AESOP de-
cided to adopt the broadest map of Europe, and
as long as some portion of a country’s territory
was located within Europe, its planning schools
would be eligible. As incredible as it may sound,
the theoretical example given was Russia, even
though at the time it was firmly behind the Iron
Curtain. When the Soviet Block collapsed, AE-
SOP was ready to serve as the incubator for the
planning schools gradually being established in
Eastern Europe.

Thus, the idea of forming AESOP encapsu-
lated the potential for globalization, even if this
goal was not explicitly articulated. In order to
enable exchanges of knowledge about planning
across Kurope, one must inevitably consider
how to create planning discourse, knowledge,
and pedagogy capable of transcending differing
languages, geographic-demographic contexts,
legal-institutional frameworks, and future po-
litical vicissitudes.

In a field such as planning, reliance on ac-
ademic exchange by means of journal papers
and books alone is not enough. Direct interper-
sonal communication among planning scholars
and educators is essential in order to peel away
the conceptual and terminological barriers that
make it so difficult to understand the unique
mixture of local and global that characterizes
our field. The annual academic conferences
held by AESOP became the world’s first reg-
ular forums for direct cross-national exchange
among planning academics. AESOP has been
true to its mission and has made sure that the
conferences are indeed distributed across the
different regions of Europe. Unlike the Amer-
ican conference, usually held in (chain) hotels,
AESOP’s conferences are held in real-life ven-
ues, mostly at local universities. Participants
are imbued with a sense of place, at least for a
few days.

Year after year, while attending each annual
AESOP conference, I have witnessed how plan-

ning academics that at first had little common
ground, gradually began to share knowledge,
overcoming the impediments of language and
culture. As academic exchange intensified year
by year, I witnessed the leveling out of the con-
spicuous discrepancies that had existed during
AESOP’s initial years — especially between Brit-
ish and continental academics. AESOP has be-
come the world’s prime experimental ground
for transforming the planning profession from
local to global.

An additonal AESOP institution which has
contributed to globalization is the PhD Seminar
held annually. I participated four times as part
of the mentors’ team in different host countries.
The PhD seminars are a distilled version of what
globalized planning scholarship is about. The
students are selected so as to represent many
languages, cultures, and national affiliations.
Occasionally, students from outside Europe also
submit their candidacy. Other associations of
planning schools have not managed to establish
equivalent forums. Thus, Europe’s future plan-
ning educators and researchers are implanted
with the genes of globalized thinking. Perhaps
Klaus Kunzmann should help AESOP to clone
this format as a global model, to be held fre-
quently in various parts of the world.

Following AESOP’s model, additional mul-
tinational and multicultural planning associ-
ations were established. The Asian Planning
Schools Association was founded in 1993°, and
the Association of African Planning Schools
was established in 1999 ". These associations
cover regions of the world with what are, argu-
ably, more difficult divides than AESOP had
encountered. In these parts of the world, po-
litical relations are sometimes acute and the
danger of war looms large. Major humanitar-
1an crises are an ongoing fact of life. Yet, de-
spite these mighty impediments, the strides
towards globalization of planning taken by
AESOP have travelled great distances not only
geographically, butalso in the challenges they
have sought to overcome.

A further milestone in the globalization of
planning education was the establishment of
the Global Planning Education Association
Network — GPEAN — composed of all the su-
pra-national or continental associations of
planning schools. Its establishment was an-
nounced during the First World Planning
Conference held in Shanghai in 2001, and
it has since promoted regular global confer-
ences of planning schools.

And yet, the momentum towards globaliza-
tion should not compromise planning’s inher-



ent mission to be grounded in local communi-
ties, local knowledge, and local places. Planning
education must retain its local grounding.
Klaus Kunzmann has always recognized this
inherent ambivalence and did not seek to obvi-
ate the European planning mosaic. On the con-
trary, he persistently expresses his strong view
that even though English must be the common
language of communication, AESOP must also
cherish its multilingual structure. With Kunz-
mann’s encouragement, AESOP adopted pol-
icies that embrace all the European academic
journals in planning in any of the continent’s
languages and it awards prizes for best papers
in any language.

Wisely, Kunzmann’s vision did not seek to
impose a single definition of planning or a uni-
form structure for planning education. The
self-scrutiny and debate over “what is plan-
ning?” continues today (see, for example, Len-
non 2017) and may never be resolved. Thirty
years after AESOP became the first multi-na-
tional planning association, there are still fun-
damental differences across the world in the
definition of what constitutes appropriate plan-
ning education. What should be the title of the
degree, the institutional affiliation within uni-
versities, the contents of the curriculae, or the
relationships with other disciplines or profes-
sions? As may be expected, there are major
differences in planning education across the
world (Stifel et al. 2009), among Asian countries
(Kunzmann 2015), as well as in Africa (Watson,
Odendaal 2012). There are many variations in
planning education even within Europe (Frank
etal. 2014; Bertolini et al. 2012).

Planning education around the world is
unlikely to converge into an over-dominating
model. Such an outcome contradicts the forces
of local pull that characterize planning every-
where. But in order to meet the tough chal-
lenges of urbanity across the world, planning
must continue its concomitant process of glo-
balization. In igniting the AESOP engine, Klaus
Kunzmann had the wisdom to create a model
with the desirable balance between the local
and the global forces within planning and plan-
ning education.

Notes

1 My university, the Technion — Israel Institute of
Technology — cannot be a member of AESOP
because it is not located within Europe.

2 http://www.aesop-planning.cu/en_GB/what-is-
planning (Accessed on 1 May 2017)

3 The word “Asian” is in fact a misnomer. The As-
sociation in fact accepts membership only from
East Asian countries.

4 http://www.africanplanningschools.org.za/
about-us/who-we-are (Accessed on 13 March
2017).
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