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[bookmark: _GoBack]Abstract: Access to current and historical urban policy resources is important—for informed decision-making and democratic debate. Systematic historical analysis can be an important tool for planning practitioners (Abbott & Sydler 1989; Ward, Freestone & Silver: 2011). Access to policy resources is critical to understanding policy context, analysing path dependencies and critiquing accepted knowledge of what is possible for Australian cities.
Despite this, there is little research on strategies for management or use of historic policy resources, especially ‘grey literature’—material published directly by government, universities, think tanks and commercial consultants (Lawrence et al 2014). Collection of key historic urban policy material is inconsistent across jurisdictions and levels of government. Contemporary resources that are ‘born digital’ are removed from the internet in ad hoc ways, raising concerns of a ‘digital dark age’. Barriers to practitioner use of evidence (Taylor & Hurley 2015) and the closure of specialist libraries underscore the need for a more strategic approach.
In this context, Australian Policy Online and university partners embarked on the Urban Policy and Practice collection, funded by an Australian Research Council grant. The project sought to develop a curated, free, online collection of significant urban policy material.
This paper briefly reviews literature on the role of historical analysis and evidence-informed planning. It describes the processes undertaken to develop the Urban Policy and Practice collection. Ultimately, it argues that strategic digital collections can play a role in supporting informed policy making, analysis and debate about Australian cities.
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Introduction
In 2012, the late Paul Mees wrote a strident critique of Canberra’s fatalistic acceptance of car dominance, drawing on a missing policy strategy. The Canberra Short Term Transport Planning Study of 1976 had advocated a ‘‘travel demand management’ policy package comprising increased investment in public transport, reduced investment in roads, increased traffic congestion…and charging for parking’ (Mees 2012: 5-6). Despite apparent success in increasing public transport decreasing car use, Mees argues that the report was suppressed by the National Capital Development Commission as ‘it was never published, and never publicly mentioned again. All copies mysteriously vanished from the Commission’s library and even its archives.’ (Mees 2012: 9). He suggests that policy makers took a limited view of what was possible for their city, because of their ignorance of the recent past.
More recently I heard an anecdote about a strategy, written over six months by a government department. There had been a recent restructure, but the new team was enthusiastic about using evidence to develop their policy. However, shortly prior to release, one of the team members stumbled across a detailed report written by the Department just three years earlier. It dealt with the same issue, backed up with research, and with (fortunately?) identical conclusions. Six months of research and analysis became, almost by chance, redundant. 
In this age of internet based research, we are conditioned to think that access to evidence for good urban planning is no longer at issue. However, as these examples suggest, it can be difficult to access information about past government decisions, policy reasoning and alternatives. More than deliberate suppression of past plans and policies, this reflects the lack of a systematic approach to evidence production, management and use by government. The barriers to evidence-informed planning and to information exchange between researchers and practitioners also contribute to a .
In this context, Analysis & Policy Observatory (formerly Australian Policy Online) and university partners embarked on the Urban Policy and Practice collection, funded by an Australian Research Council grant. The project sought to develop a curated, free, online collection of significant urban policy material. In the process, it provided an opportunity to consider the kind of digital infrastructure that might support evidence-informed planning into the future.
This paper briefly reviews literature on evidence use within urban planning and policy making. It describes the processes undertaken to develop the Urban Policy and Practice collection. Ultimately, it argues that strategic digital collections can play a role in supporting informed policy making, analysis and debate about Australian cities
What is evidence-informed policy and how is it relevant to planning?
The idea of using evidence to inform urban planning is not new. In the early 20th century Patrick Geddes advocated the practice of ‘survey before plan’ (Davoudi 2006: 16). In the 1960s, the idea of cities as complex systems led to demand for ‘spatial interaction models capable of measuring and predicting patterns of social change, particularly in the area of transport planning’ (Davoudi 2006: 18). In the UK, the late 1990s push for a renewed evidence base for policy, including in the area of planning, was seen as a strategy by New Labour to push for reform of established bureaucratic and political practices (Solesbury 2002). Looking historically, it is evident that the role of evidence within planning varies with changing political, social, institutional and professional contexts.
Most people would continue to acknowledge that policy should be informed by some kind of information gathering and analysis – although there are disagreements about what kind of information should be used and how formal this analysis should be. Most formally, evidence-based policy advocates argue for greater use of scientific methods such as randomised control trials and systematic reviews to establish hierarchies of evidence (Parkhurst 2017: 17). However, many writers accept a broader definition of evidence-informed decision making as ‘informed by a range of relevant “best available” evidence accepting a broad conception of usable knowledge and recognizing the value of relevant professional expertise’ (Head 2016: 473-4). In particular in the context of planning for cities and regions, local knowledge of relationships, priorities, organisations and places, must also be considered usable knowledge.
There is also a case for considering historical analysis as usable knowledge for urban planning. As the anecdotes at the start of this essay illustrate, there are many potential benefits to accessing and understanding policy documentation from the past. Avoiding duplication, understanding historical context and building on past research are all potential objectives for both policy makers and researchers. For community members, they might also be resources for holding governments to account for promises made or for questioning the validity of ‘accepted’ knowledge. Abbott and Adler contend that historical analysis is an important tool for understanding the external and internal dynamics of urban planning problems (1989). They argue that a systematic consideration of the past helps planners to understand people and their motivations, planning organisations and their limitations and the evolution of policies through implementation (Abbott and Adler 1989) Drawing on these arguments, Freestone and Hutchings argue that applying a historical perspective to urban planning can ‘among other things… define precedents, expand humility and lead to more considered environmental assessments’ (1993: 83). However, historical analysis requires a degree of proficiency with accessing and analysing historical policy information.
Criticisms of evidence-based policy and planning
Critics of evidence-based policy have often focused on the extremes of technocratic and political decision-making. On the one hand, decision-makers are criticised for being too political—for example, by marshalling evidence to support pre-ordained decisions (Davoudi 2006; Taylor and Hurley 2015; Parkhurst 2017). On the other, technocratic decision-makers are accused of shifting policy debates to fit narrow criteria of what can be measured using ‘scientific’ models of evidence (Parkhurst 2017: 7-8). For example, Jane Jacobs’s writing expresses a distrust of rational, scientific analysis of cities in favour of messy, organic and small-scale development (Jacobs 1961).
One of the key criticisms of evidence-based policy is that it undermines democratic and participatory approaches. Most planning decisions involve the balancing of competing economic, social and political interests. As Parkhurst argues, ‘evidence cannot tell us which is the right choice between different arrangements of benefits or which social outcomes should be pursued over others’ (2017:9). These are political choices that arguably should be made through deliberative processes. These processes might also offer the potential for innovative and locally relevant ideas, which could be stifled with too much emphasis on proven interventions (Krizek et al 2009). 
Particularly in the context of planning, it is also worth noting that evidence-based policy sometimes purports to offer universally generalizable interventions. Given the complex interactions of places, organisations and people, this is sometimes simply not possible (Parkhurst 2017). What works in one place, may simply not work the same way in another. Decision-makers need a complex and varied set of information at different stages of planning and policy-making processes including ‘what’s going on? What’s the problem? Is it better or worse than…? What causes it? What might be done about it? At what cost? By whose agency?’ (Solesbury 2002: 94). This is to not to undermine the value of evidence—instead, it acknowledges that what counts as evidence is not limited to academic research, but could encompass a broad range of activities that help form a better understanding of a problem. 
Realities of evidence-use within planning
A number of writers have discussed the practical realities of evidence use by planners and policy makers, focusing often on barriers to engagement with research. For example, Rowe summarises key barriers to include ‘time and capacity pressures on the public service; perceptions of usefulness of research outputs; and open conversations about the problems practitioners are facing’ (2016: 460). Taylor and Hurley identify a range of additional barriers, including a culture of accepted knowledge within planning, political context, obtuse research language and the challenge of sifting through and applying the vast quantity of available research (2015). A number of writers point out that research can create uncertainties and reveal gaps in knowledge, making decision-making more difficult (Head 2016; Taylor and Hurley 2015). In contrast, most decision makers want to know simply ‘what, based on the research evidence, they should do’ (Alexander 2015: 15).
There are also indications of situations that are more likely to result in use of research. For example Stead observes that practitioners are more likely to pay attention to research ‘when they face specific situations, such as changes in political power, policy crisis or failure, or changes in public opinion’(2016: 455). Taylor and Hurley found planners sought curated, summarised information on current issues, but also would seek out new information when faced with a new or ‘left field’ issue. They were also more likely to engage with research if they were studying or recently graduated (Taylor and Hurley 2015).
There are many factors that can influence evidence use at a personal, organisational and systemic level. Krizek et al describe the Design for Health project that aimed to provide planners with tools ‘to integrate health into into…comprehensive plans and policies’ (2009: 471). The tools included research summaries, health impact assessment tools, an event series, a website and on-call technical assistance. Even with targeted tools, the authors identified challenges for practitioners in assembling and assessing the evidence, particularly where the research revealed conflicts or ambiguities. In addition, there was great variety in appetite for research varying from enthusiasm to reluctance, and from widespread use to selective use ‘of single studies that supported their pre-existing positions’ (Krizek et al 2009: 473). They suggest that these differences might stem from ‘organizational culture and political goals…[and professionals’ willingness] to question their own beliefs’ (Krizek et al 2009: 473).
With regard to historic analysis, anecdotally, the practitioners I have approached look for historical context by speaking to longer-serving members of staff. However, in the context of frequent restructuring of government departments, the trend towards generalist managers (Stead 2016), and the high mobility of younger planners (Edmunds 2017), there arguably needs to be some thought given to other sources of policy-relevant historical information.
A systematic approach to information use within planning?
In response to criticisms of evidence-based policy, Parkhurst argues that we should move towards a politically informed, systematic approach to evidence for policy making (2017). Parkhurst argues that evidence is only appropriate for policy making if it addresses key policy concerns, in a way that is useful to policy makers, in a way that is applicable to the local context (Parkhurst 2017: 118) This requires a range of sources of information, a range of research methods and clear definition of policy goals (Parkhurst 2017: 119) Kelly also argues for a system of evidence use, both in relation to the effectiveness of policy interventions and to the operation of the policy system—the infrastructure, relationships and capacity to improve (2016). 
In relation to urban policy, Taylor and Hurley argue that there is a need to clarify ‘the spectrum of planning practice and the elements that could or should connect to an evidence base’ (2015: 126). This is likely to vary according to level of government, organisation type, and decision-making context (Stead 2016; Head 2016). By making the need for information explicit, there might be more opportunity for changing organisational cultures around engagement with research or for encouraging more targeted research outputs. However, as Rowe observes, there is currently little discussion around longer term evidence needs, which sits within ‘a broader trend of immediate issues and projects crowding out strategic planning in highly political operating environments’ (2016: 460).
What digital tools support information use in planning?
There are a wide range of information resources on the internet that are potentially relevant to urban policy making and research. Taylor and Hurley provide examples:
‘data on the urban environment; empirical research and analysis; practice advice; case studies of projects and policy innovations; and opinion, interpretation or reporting of any of these. Further, information can originate from a variety of sources: different levels of government; the private sector; peak bodies; lobbyists and think tanks; community or interest groups; university researchers; the media and the public.’ (Taylor & Hurley: 2015: 121)
There are a number of alert services that summarise and distribute information relevant to planning, urban development or policy.[footnoteRef:1] There are also a range of formal and informal social media channels that share and discuss information relevant to cities.[footnoteRef:2]  [1:  For example, The Urbanalyst (http://www.theurbanalyst.com/) is a website and weekly newspaper including news, reports and policy updates. Urban Melbourne (https://urban.melbourne/)is a database of development projects, with a newsletter focusing on projects and urban development issues.]  [2:  For example, the Facebook group Urban Happiness includes students, academics and policy-makers (https://www.facebook.com/groups/311753722196970/)] 

Information sources are not limited to formal research. In fact, as barriers to publishing have decreased, the range of actors involved in the production and consumption of policy material has increased. These actors often publish informally as grey literature in the form of ‘reports, discussion papers, working papers, briefings, literature reviews, white and green papers, submissions, evaluations, fact sheets and guides, position papers and procedures’ (Lawrence et al 2014: 5). These are all potential information sources about cities, about political context and about the processes of decision-making.
The internet has changed our preferences for research. A number of studies indicate that search engines are the research tool of choice for policy makers (Taylor and Hurley 2015; Lawrence et al 2014). However, the internet is also a volatile medium. Policy information can be easily created, but can just as easily be removed as research centres are disbanded, governments change or departments restructure. Lawrence et al observe that ‘infrastructure and standards for digital collecting are insufficiently developed’ and that ‘website content that is managed in a haphazard way causes deadlinks…undermining the evidence base and making research inaccessible’ (Lawrence et al 2014: 7). As illustrated in my opening examples, policy resources that are relevant to cities might still be lost or suppressed—even by the department that originally produced them. 
Developing the APO Urban Policy and Practice collection
When we make policies for cities, we need a range of information sources. We need information sources that give us historical context of previous attempts to address the problem, as well as potential options outside established thinking. Unfortunately, as discussed above, there are a range of systemic barriers to accessing and using relevant information for policy making. Analysis & Policy Observatory (APO) is actively engaged in developing digital tools that aim to overcome some of these barriers to information use.
APO is ‘an award-winning research collection and information service curating key resources to support evidence-informed policy and practice’ (APO 2017). It offers free hosting of policy and practice materials, open access to a range of materials, regular curated newsletters and a searchable database (APO 2017). 
In 2016, APO and university partners took steps to develop a collection of Urban Policy & Practice materials. This activity was funded by an Australian Research Council grant that aimed to ‘develop collections of policy documentation and data and new tools for problem solving and analysis’ (ARC 2017). The project aimed ‘to provide critical research infrastructure that supports innovative approaches to Australian public policy research’ by ‘enabling efficient universal access to historical and archived policy material’ (ARC 2017). 
The Urban Policy & Practice (UPP) collection was established as a special collection within APO. It was intended to include both contemporary and historic urban policy material. In order to prioritise development of the collection, the curator undertook a significance assessment process: researching, comparing with similar collections, consulting with potential users and assessing significance, in order to prioritise collection activities.
Consultation results
Our survey was distributed on APO and promoted through the APO newsletter, Centre for Urban Research newsletter and Urban Happiness Facebook page. We had 108 responses.
Overall, the policy research themes that generated the greatest interest were:
· General resources about urban development (about 90% actively interested or interested)
· Resources about equity and access, urban density, housing and community participation ( all about 80% actively interested or interested), and
· Resources about open space policy or transportation (both just above 70% actively interested or interested).
Consequently, collection activities have broadly focused on these areas. APO has particularly strong collection of housing related resources and has worked to strengthen other themes.
Around 80-85% respondents said they were interested or actively interested in international case studies or strategies, case studies, evaluations of policies or plans, reports of government inquiries, State government policy statements, strategic plans, Federal government policy statements and policy-related opinion pieces. Collection activities have focused on a range of policy resources, including international resources.
Survey respondents also included a range of specific resources that they would like to see digitised. Based on this, APO has been working towards digitising historic metropolitan plans for capital cities and ANU Urban Research Program papers and cataloguing a range of archived urban research and policy documents.
What were the curatorial priorities?
The APO UPP Collection was seen as an applied urban research and policy material collection. It aimed to meet the information needs of urban researchers, urban policy makers (Federal and State) and practitioners (Local Government Strategic Planners) and non-government organisations (for example citizens groups).
Therefore, it was intended to focus on resources of active interest to urban researchers or policy makers now or in the future. Broadly, it attempted to focus on the themes identified by survey participants as important. The focus of both contemporary and historic material should be on material that could be applied by the target audience—either in current policy development or applied research. Ideally, it was intended that resources that demonstrate ‘high quality’ research or successful policy intervention should be prioritised. Resources that are identified as hard to access or vulnerable to ‘disappearing’ also warranted priority. 
As of July 2017, the APO UPP collection has 2640 items in the collection. APO is progressively digitising ANU urban research papers and aims to provide a full set of metropolitan plans for Sydney. Subject to funding, this project could be expanded to digitise metropolitan plans for all capital cities and to provide access to historic research papers produced by other urban research centres. These activities could provide more ready access to urban policy material to support historical analysis.
Conclusion
There are many challenges to implementing a system of evidence-informed planning. However, to simply let political pressures dictate outcomes for cities is fatalistic and defeatist. There is a wealth of resources, produced by government, not-for-profits and universities, that could contribute to improved outcomes for cities. Having a sense of the historical context of urban problems can give us clues about the drivers or barriers to change. Sometimes, like in the example provided by Mees, they might even reveal possibilities for change that have been overlooked.
The APO UPP collection was an attempt to build a hub of resources that would allow practitioners, policy makers and researchers to access and use historic and contemporary urban material. A well-organised, curated database can contribute to the ongoing collection and preservation of important urban resources. In order to be really valuable, however, we need a model where organisations and researchers contribute their knowledge and resources to shaping the collection. We need long-term thinking about the information needs of planners and urban policy makers. Ideally, this would be done collaboratively, with researchers and APO working with planners to understand the context of their work and design information products to respond to their needs. In this way, digital collections could make an important contribution to evidence-informed planning for cities. 
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