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Abstract
Despite a legacy of seemingly enlightened non-sectarian provision of sites and space for religious worship, current planning systems appear to create conditions in which many religious development proposals are problematic, conflict-ridden and politicised. Indeed, the planning system is a primary site for community conflicts that are often expressions of broader social anxieties and discord - some of which have violent expression. Planners need to strategically engage with the theory and practice of faith-responsive planning. Historically, communities engaged with religion locally; now, many congregations travel further to attend places of worship that serve larger regions and disparate sectarian communities. These include facilities of different faiths, specific sects within a faith and particular ethno-cultural expressions of a faith amongst other variegations of community, education and religious service. Thus, religious difference, population dynamics and urban growth has created mosques in industrial sites, monasteries in paddocks, and synagogues in old libraries, which have substantial effects on urban form and mobility at the metropolitan scale and planning disputes on the neighbourhood scale. The planning system in Australia is challenged by competing objectives of providing community facilities in established and new areas, while also addressing the consequences of the increasingly complex activities associated with places of worship. Through a thematic analysis, this paper examines 20 years of Victorian planning appeals cases across multiple faiths to explore the ways in which an ostensibly secular, disinterested regulatory framework obscures deep disquiet at the role and place of religion in the urban fabric of multicultural communities. 

Introduction
Planning conflicts over religious facilities often provide a sharp confrontation between the administration of the public sphere in a seemingly secular polity and the deep anxieties expressed within and between communities about religious and, at times, ethno-cultural change.  A number of high profile, and some lesser known, planning conflicts have occurred in Australia in recent years, particularly, but not exclusively, relating to planning proposals for new mosques.   But more broadly, the changing nature of what religion is, and where it is visibly performed has profound implications for how planning systems seek to regulate religion-related (and more specifically worship-related) development proposals.  While planning systems have long sought to cast these proposals as merely issues of traffic, parking and the like, in many instances socio-cultural concerns, sometimes of a visceral or existential nature, have emerged as central to public discourse, in turn shaping planning debate.  
Like other areas of public policy, and public reasoning, Australian planning is positioned as a secular exercise. It is seemingly unconcerned with arguments derived from religious discourse, and assumes an acultural stance in this regard, refraining from contested cultural debates.  Yet, in the several decades since the emergence and acceptance of a communicative rationality (Freidmann, 1987; Healey, 1992; Albrechts, 2015; Allmendinger & Tewdwr-Jones, 2002), planning practice has demanded engagement with a range of overtly cultural modes of public discourse and deliberation; a cultural turn in public policy.  We argue that religion remains as the one cultural nominator seemingly unable to become fully and legitimately entangled in such engagement.
This presents a challenge to established secular logics of public reasoning.  Charles Taylor (2007; 2011) suggests a requirement for public understandings of religion that extend beyond simply tolerance of diversity, or those that necessitate the privatisation of religion. Both of these approaches prove insufficient, requiring public arguments to comply with secular reason, yet occluding underlying anxieties and apprehensions of difference and particularity.  
Similarly, Habermas (2008) contends that a seemingly triumphant secular public must inevitably enter a mutual learning process to understand the continuing and contemporary role for faith(s) in public dialogue.  So, despite the tacit understanding of modern citizenship as secular citizenship, in culturally diverse western societies religion remains in the public sphere (Calhoun, 2011), in fact, religiosity gets grounded through everyday practices in public spaces and becomes even more visible through the architecture of places of worship that are subject to frequent contestation (Dunn 2001, 2005; Tse, 2014; Mansouri et al 2016). These contestations reveal the complexity within planning processes that aim to be participatory, just and inclusive but are challenged by ethno-religious diversity and place-making practices that ‘nourish post-secular belonging and citizenship’ (Stevenson et al. 2010; Beaumont and Baker 2011; Mansouri et al, 2016, p. 295).
This paper considers these issues through a quantitative and thematic analysis of Victorian Civil and Administrative Tribunal (VCAT) decisions on planning proposals for places of worship over 20 years to 2017.  It explores the ways in which planning discourses are framed, how secular logics implemented and defended and how forms of public reasoning about religious cultural claims are addressed. It then concludes with considerations for planning under diversity – a post-secular approach that overtly recognises culture and difference. 
Worship, Land Use and Secularity 
Taylor (2007) regards a series of insufficiencies exist in the long-standing secular logics of public reasoning in the modern West.  He argues that there have been two modes, or strategies, of secularism in the public sphere.  The first was a ‘common ground’ strategy, as relief from long-standing sectarian and confessional tensions. In this mode, public reasoning acknowledges the shared broad and acceptable issues of common ethics, yet recused itself from engagement in the detail of difference and sectarian conflict. The second mode is one asserting an independent ethic in public reasoning, one seemingly unbound by religious motive (shared or otherwise) and rather guided by reason and humanist logics.  This second, modern, guise of secularism has allowed an ideal of rationality to frame discourses on public choice, including planning, as ‘culture-neutral’ (Taylor, 1995) approaches to policy choice.  Within this framing, the entry of religion is an uncomfortable intrusion. Moreover, secularism and modernity (or rationality) often masks and sense that a religious stance may continue to guide normative, rational reasoning in the public sphere.  For Taylor, such approaches are inadequate and he demands reconsideration of these inherited modes of secularism, especially in the face of ethical and political stances that support, and celebrate, diversity. 
In practice therefore, religious difference exists but is subsumed within a secular rationality that seeks to define the public boundaries of faith, socially, spatially and aesthetically, by determining when, where and how faith is performed.  Limiting the public role of religion then also implies limiting the public recognition of religion, or at least its significance and privileges.  This is less easily achieved, however, when there is a confluence between religion and ethno-cultural difference that is locally specific.  In planning decision-making, the invisible must become visible, and the private made public, so this difference can be recognised in the pursuit of equity. 
The implications for planning and religious space remain ambiguous.  The rationality of planning demands cultural or religious disinterest in decision-making, yet a long literature identifies subtle (and less subtle) ways in which ostensibly culture-neutral planning goals and regulation reinforce dominant modes of performance in public and private space.  Research by Qadeer (1997) and Pestieau (2003) in Canada, and by Sandercock (2003), Bugg (2007), Bugg and Gurran (2011) and Fincher et al. (2014) in Australia have articulated the contentious nature of development applications concerning synagogues, temples, mosques and Islamic schools, and the ambiguous role that neo-liberalism plays in creating a planning system that both facilitates cultural recognition and also its invisibility. Thompson and Dunn (2002), studied professional planners’ experience and practice when planning for culturally diverse communities, and demonstrated that planner’s claims to neutrality and adherence to principles of equal treatment were embedded in their own cultural bias when negotiating relations between local government and its diverse communities.  This adds to a broader literature on Australian society, racism and social cohesion that provides insight to how secularity, religiosity, ethnicity and culture intertwine in policy, perception and behaviour (Dunn & Nelson, 2011; Forrest & Dunn, 2006; Jakubowicz, 2014). 
Consequently, points of conflict within the planning system cannot be easily dissected into ‘legitimate’ and ‘illegitimate’ planning concerns in relation to religious developments. Likewise, neither can the practices of planners be categorised similarly.  Indeed, while such conflicts are often ciphers for more visible tensions and unease in a multi-cultural society, they can often play out in subtle spatial practices and how these activities are represented and conceived with regard to the location, size, design, and the use of proposed developments, as well as varied understandings of community need. 
The implications for planning and religious space remain ambiguous.  The rationality of planning demands cultural or religious disinterest in decision-making, yet a long literature exists identified subtle (and less subtle) ways in which ostensibly culture-neutral planning goals and regulation reinforce dominant modes of performance in public and private space.  Bugg (2010) for example identifies regulatory disquiet on the Sydney fringe when a temple proposal fails to look and feel like a ‘traditional church’ (p.1158).  Consequently, points of conflict within the planning system cannot easily be dissected into the ‘legitimate’ and the ‘illegitimate’ planning concerns.  Indeed, while such conflicts are often ciphers for more visible tensions and unease in a multi-cultural society, they can play out in subtle spatial practices and how these are represented and conceived.  
Veiled assumptions about how space is used, what development is and who it is for collide with the evident growth in religious diversity in Australia.  Despite a high proportion of the population who claim a non-religious identity, and the seeming triumph of a secular rationality in public reasoning, demands for new religious spaces continue.  The most visible of these are for growing minority communities and those who follow more charismatic faiths.  
Australian Urbanisation and Religious Space
In 2016 almost 7 million Australians, 30% of the population, reported no religious affiliation (ABS, 2017), an increase from just under 20% in 1996.  However, this figure belies the increasing diversity of those who continue to report religious affiliation, with growth in a number of smaller Christian confessions and significant growth in some other religions.  This self-reported diversity includes divergent versions of previously ‘mainstream’ religions in addition to those mostly associated with recent immigrant communities.  For example, in Victoria there was a 9% decrease in reported Roman Catholics and a 26% decrease in Anglican affiliation between 1996 and 2016; the first and second largest denominations. Meanwhile, despite relatively small numbers, Pentecostal affiliation increased 64%, Islam has tripled and Hinduism has increased nearly ten-fold, yet none of these minor religions represent more than 5% of the population.  Table 1 shows more recent increases between 2011 and 2016 where Sikhism and Hinduism are the fastest growing religions in both Victoria and Australia overall.  Various sources suggest fewer than 15% of the Australian population frequently attend mainstream church services (Mollidor et al., 2013; McCrindle, 2014), and that attendance continues to decline.  
Table 1: Religious Affiliation in Australia and Victoria, 2011-2016 (ABS, 2017)
	
	Australia
	
	Victoria

	
	% 2016
	Average Annual Change (%) 2011-16
	
	% 2016
	Average Annual Change (%) 2011-16

	Anglican
	13.3
	-3.4
	
	9.0
	-4.2

	Roman Catholic
	22.6
	-0.5
	
	23.2
	-0.7

	Uniting Church
	3.7
	-4.0
	
	3.3
	-4.7

	Eastern Orthodox
	2.1
	-2.2
	
	3.5
	-2.4

	Other Christian
	10.4
	0.3
	
	8.9
	0.7

	Buddhism
	2.4
	1.3
	
	3.1
	1.5

	Hinduism
	1.9
	9.8
	
	7.4
	9.8

	Islam
	2.6
	4.9
	
	3.3
	5.2

	Judaism
	0.4
	-1.3
	
	0.7
	-1.3

	Sikhism
	0.5
	11.7
	
	0.9
	12.4

	Other Religions
	0.4
	0.2
	
	0.3
	-0.4

	
	
	
	
	
	

	No Religion
	30.1
	7.8
	
	32.1
	8.0

	Not Stated
	9.6
	2.6
	
	9.4
	2.9

	Total
	23,401,892
	1.7
	
	5,926,624
	2.1


These twin processes of religious diffusion, and of gradual decline in previously conventional religious affiliations, have consequences for the development of religious facilities and spaces. Worship places and developments have become increasingly diverse and differentiated, both spatially and theologically, across metropolitan and regional Australia.  Increasing cultural diversity on the suburban fringe and comparatively higher levels of outer suburban religiosity (ABS, 2017) in Australian metropolitan regions, coupled with regional dispersal of immigration and the re-purposing of established religious buildings each provide context for theses processes. This acts to create spaces of increasing religious difference, alongside ongoing urban and population expansion.  Changing community need, the increased size of catchments, the increasing scale of development and the fragmentation and consolidation of religious facilities and sites of worship create new forms of urban place-making. Shifting community identity is providing emergent dilemmas for planning at the local and regional scale.   
Planning and Secular Rationalities in Australia
Religion in post-invasion Australia was defined by processes arising from a unique time and place.  The pragmatism of a state establishing colonial society from diverse communities coupled with emergent political liberalism as a universalising ideal led to a range of innovations in tolerance as well as expedient policy solutions from the early nineteenth century which continue to play out in public policy, including land use planning, today.  
The early rejection of an established church in NSW (Breward, 2001; Woolmington, 1976) has been considered as both a principled stance in an enlightened age, and a pragmatic response to diversity and sectarian conflict (Turner, 1972), despite sharp and lingering sectarianism (Hogan, 1987).  The Church Act 1836 (NSW) provided a basis for matching funds between communities and government to establish places of worship and education for a range of Christian confessions, later extended to Judaism.  Similar models in other colonies saw land grants and financial aid to establish religious buildings without evident institutional favouritism.  In 1863 state aid for public worship was removed in NSW (Cable, 1964) and progressively in other colonies, reflecting both more mature state education systems and modern secular policy model.  Nonetheless this pragmatic form of policy was reflected in future approaches to support multiple (Christian) faith communities within urban and agrarian expansion during the nineteenth century. 
Specific consequences for land use and settlement included gradual establishment of a secular, state education system, especially in Victoria, the study location for this research.  The State Aid to Religion Abolition Act 1871 (Vic) ceased the process of allocating Crown land in newly surveyed towns to various denominations for churches that was commenced by the Sale of Crown Lands Act 1860 (Vic).  Henceforth, existing church land was granted to trusts and all future church land as freehold in Victoria. The eventual removal of all financial aid occurred after what was an initial approach was to extend aid to all, eventually including non-Christians.  Gregory (1958: 373) observed the effect was to “deny to the state any distinctive religious character” and as “affirming that it represented not 'citizens and Christians' but citizens only”. Gregory (1958) suggests that the universal and even-handed extension of aid was in part a reason for partisan denominations to support its eventual demise. The practical application of this approach did not prove long-lived, with Commonwealth funds available to religious schools from 1964 onwards (McIntosh, 1996), a debate which continues in the context of Commonwealth-State relations and the politics of education funding. 
By the twentieth century, the emergence of a modern town planning system sought not the ‘laying out of towns’ in new colonies, but the regulation of land use conflict, the management of transport and the ordered rational separation of uses, especially in growing urban communities.  Consequently, the policy interest in religious spaces became not one of community-building, or moral probity, as they had been in early colonialism (Turner, 1972), but rather one of location, traffic and urban form.   
The mention of places of worship in early Australian planning texts generally regard churches as unremarkable, but in need of appropriate siting. Sulman (1921), for example, discusses churches (only) in terms that relate only to location, noise and vistas, suggesting that they “…be allotted an open space surrounded by roads and a terminating vista, instead of being jammed in between dwellings to the detriment of both” (p.121).  Brown and Sharrard (1954) consider churches as a necessary neighbourhood facility that should not be scattered with “their positions mainly determined by chance” (p. 225).   In Victoria, Gifford (1962) details concerns at car parking and nearby uses – including that petrol stations are an admissible neighbour.  He also indicates concern at the “problems of the disused church” (p.143).  In a later edition, Gifford (1973) also suggests planning concerns at the development of churches in rural areas ahead of urban growth, an issues of orderly development beyond the urban fringe.  More recently, Eccles and Bryant (2006) discuss churches only in relation to heritage protection.  Rowley’s (2017) recent Victorian planning text offers no evident discussion on Places of Worship as a contemporary planning issue of note or concern. 
The Victorian planning framework, defines a ‘place of worship’ as “land used for religious activities, such as a church, chapel, mosque, synagogue, and temple” and clusters these with a broader category of “place of assembly, which includes, inter alia, cinemas and libraries.  In most urban zones, the provisions do not require planning permission for small places of worship (under 250 square metres of floor space), requirements for 0.3 car parking spaces “for each patron permitted’, as well as signage controls.  Despite these perfunctory definitions, planning conflicts remain, and at times religious particularities figure in determinations of these. 
The assumed ‘neutrality’ and equal application of planning and the ability to apply it equally allows practitioners believe that they are aware of, and can directly grapple with bias so that the outcomes are fair.  However, the particular constellations of factors that need to be assessed for each development proposal requiring a permit create different conditions for assessment and resultant justifications.  As the following section will illustrate, more issues of secularity/religiosity are implicit – confined primarily to discussing the type of development and its potential effects.  

Method
Using the Australasian Legal Information Institute (AustLii) website, cases from 1998 (earliest year[footnoteRef:1]) to 2017 were identified using a Boolean query “Place of Worship” in the VCAT list. The search offered a total 415 cases, but after reviewing each case for its primary purpose, only 144 documents pertained directly to the development of Places of Worship.   [1:  The Victoria Planning Provisions were introduced progressively from 1998 and included common structures, definitions and zones in all Victorian local planning schemes] 

A quantitative and thematic review was conducted on the VCAT cases. The quantitative review, which comprised only 137 cases because some cases had multiple hearings and documents, identified the year of development, the specific religion, the nature of proposed developments, their locations, key objections, and decisions made initially by local government as responsible Authority, and finally by VCAT members.  Summarised outcomes from the review are presented to contextualise the qualitative data. 
For the qualitative review, each case was read, for key themes and issues. Within this reading, overall themes were identified that were applicable all cases, and others focused on specific cases including themes particular to specific religions.  Further review focused on planning matters that would arise with any development associated with a place of assembly, such as overshadowing, traffic and noise, but consideration was given to how these objections arose and were framed.  A selection of cases highlighted the diversity of planning proposals and rationales across different religions, development types and locations.  These appear prominently in discursive review, and offer exemplars for analysis of the key issues and rationales of decision-makers with regard to notions of secularism in a multicultural society.  
The total number of applications for different places of worship during this period (i.e. those not reaching objections stage) for each locality could not be obtained, nor could the proportion of objections by religion.  Although this would have situated the sample in a broader context regarding the prevalence of conflict.  As such, the focus is only on controversial applications that reached objection stage.  Therefore, trends can be identified but not necessarily confirmed.
Findings: Themes of Planning Concern and Conflict 
The planning system and VCAT decision-making is inherently communicative due to the number of actors involved, notwithstanding that the system constrains and moulds their interactions. Therefore, each case is tied to space and place, and the expression of regulatory, council and community ideals through argumentation. As the results demonstrate, each decision is contextualised, providing an insight into how recognition of religion within secular modes of public reasoning is shifting and changing. The outcomes indicate that there are overall trends toward recognition and accommodation, even when cultural bias informs understandings of ‘normal’ practices, such as acceptable noise, visual dominance and expectations for parking and timing of activities.
A summary of cases
The review highlighted the spatial spread of the VCAT hearings, and represented historical development and migration within the metropolitan Melbourne area and in regional Victoria. Cases that related to established, ‘mainstream’ churches, such as Anglican and Roman Catholic, tended to be located in established suburbs.  Cases involving synagogues tended to occur in middle suburbs, and evangelical/charismatic church cases in outer suburbs (see Map 1). Mosques, Buddhist temples, Eastern Orthodox churches, as well as specific ethnic churches and temples, were not apparently linked to particular geography. The most controversial cases; mosques, orthodox churches and synagogues, were more likely to be planned for residential areas rather than other sites, such as industrial areas, but this was not always the case. Relationships between the other religions, surrounding land use and levels of objection were not apparent. 
Map 1: Locations of Selected VCAT Cases 
[image: ]
Source: Authors Analysis (map of metro Melbourne only -cases also in Swan Hill, Bendigo, Horsham, Numurkah and Seymour)
Applications associated with Anglican, Catholic and Uniting churches largely involved redevelopment of established sites, and along with synagogues, focused on alterations and extensions. Mosque cases comprised new sites of worship as well as alterations/extensions to existing development. Legalising and regularising existing places of worship and developing monasteries were the primary focus of cases involving the Buddhist religion.  Ethnic churches tended to seek changes to their operational conditions, while cases involving evangelical/charismatic churches comprised both applications for new places of worship and altering of operational conditions or scale on existing sites.
There were no apparent associations between religion type and initial local government approvals/refusals (with the exception of approving synagogues) or between religion and VCAT decisions to uphold/set aside council decisions. This potentially suggests the effectiveness of the current planning system in achieving equality and fairness, at least in its initial approval stages.  Overall, VCAT tended to uphold council approvals, even if conditions were varied.  VCAT tended to set aside council refusals, including in cases (for example IEWAD vs City of Casey [2004] VCAT 1850) where council planners recommended approval, but elected councillors refused development. Do we name by VCAT link name or as is when case name not provided?
Key Themes within the VCAT discussions
Four key themes were identified in the analysis of the cases.  These relate to the ways in which arguments were defined and understood by parties to the cases, how community and the needs (and rights) of diverse community life were described and debated, how broader issues of population growth and urban development were framed in cases, and, importantly in many of the most controversial cases, how planning matters were circumscribed to determine what was legitimately said and heard within conflict and debate. These matters are addressed individually below through a focus on specific and significant cases.  They are set out as follows:
· Framing and defining issues for consideration;
· Recognising needs of religious and cultural practice;
· Responding to growth and development;
· Regulating engagement and matters for consideration.
Framing and defining issues for consideration
Within planning conflicts, various stakeholders, including development proponents, third-party objectors, the Responsible Authority (representing planners and local elected councillors), and VCAT members each have their own interpretation of policy requirements and how they should be applied. Their different perspectives as communicated through the documentation reveal their differing values, beliefs and aspirations, as well as structures of authority and tactics for conflict. 
For example, Hadley vs Yarra Ranges Shire SC & Anor ([2002] VCAT 921) demonstrates this through an application for the establishment of a Buddhist monastery in the Rural Zone, also subject to bushfire and erosion controls. The third-party objectors made a series of arguments including that the proposed development did not comply with the intent of the zone and other planning policies and should be located in the township zone. They argued the effects would be detrimental to agriculture and the environment.  Conversely, the proponent and Council argued that the “monastery might be regarded as an “innominate” (that is to say undefined in the planning scheme) use, or it might be a variety of “residential development” in terms of the definition of that land use in the planning scheme”, whereas the objectors viewed it as a place of worship. Neither use is prohibited but still needs a permit. The determination noted that a “monastery is, of course, a concept that has been familiar to eastern and western civilization for 2000 years and more”. 
Ambiguity between faith, practice and structures entered the discussion through this definitional debate. In this case the determination observed:
Some monasteries related to some religions may practice meditation and contemplation without activities normally regarded as “worship”, and even those that do may, or may not have a special building or designated place for the purpose. 
To emphasise their rationale that the proposal is residential, the four stages of development were used to highlight that residential needs were being served during the first three, and the Dana (place of worship) would be constructed last. The Dana hall will be ancillary to the main development. 
Through reference to other common sources of information and discussion, the members claimed agreement amongst those present as to what a monastery actually is. In this way, a monastery was assessed as a variety of residential building. Through further analysis distinctions between an accommodation group and a place of assembly within the nested terms of planning schemes were highlighted, since a place of worship falls under the latter category.
Recognising community needs for religious and cultural practice
As noted previously, issues of growth, decline and transition in demographics and religiosity are expressed spatially. Proposed developments respond to, create and represent their congregation catchments. For example, traditionally, Jewish people walk to synagogue due to religious observance, requiring location in or close to residential areas. In contrast, Exclusive Brethren are expected to host other congregations and therefore car use is likely. This affects the scale of development, size of space required and the purpose, such as the inclusion of a place of worship, education and community facilities.
In Chabad House of Malvern Toorak Inc. vs Stonnington CC ([2001] VCAT 1448), the applicants sought a permit for alterations and extensions to a synagogue in a residential zone due to expanding numbers. Existing conditions allowed 80 people on the Sabbath and 120 to 180 people on High Holy days.  The application was for up to 300 people for events, and up to 450 on holy days. Issues focused on amenity and effects on surrounding properties. Particularities to the Jewish religion were highlighted in the decision, but inconsistently.
The VCAT discussion around on-site parking for the development was informed by accepted practice as well as actual practice:
… an orthodox synagogue represents something of a conundrum in this respect. Off-street parking may cater for day to day – that is weekday religious observance and administration – but on the principal day of worship, namely the Sabbath which extends from Friday evening to Saturday evening, a car park is not a facility which members of the congregation are in a position to use. This is not to say however that all members are, or are in a position to be, observant of the “no driving on the Sabbath” rule. Many attempt to subtly evade the rule by “parking around the corner”.
VCAT also emphasised the demographic characteristics of the area (see quotation below) in support of the development, and indicated refusal would not be “a fair or reasonable planning outcome” because it would restrict religious practice.  Comparison with Christian holidays were also made regarding the effects on amenity:
As with Christmas and Easter in the Christian calendar, these festivals will attract the regular as well as less regular attendees. Indeed demand is so high for these days that seating must be pre-purchased. By mapping the residential location of such seat purchasing congregants, a reasonable idea of the catchment of this synagogue can be established. Mr Barlow’s map indicates that 80% of the approximately the 210 households who purchase seats live within 3km of Chabad House.
VCAT set aside Council’s refusal and issued a permit with conditions that it “must not be used for receptions such as those associated with weddings, barmitzvahs or batmitzvahs”.
Responding to growth and development
At a different scale, City Gospel Trust v Nillumbik SC ([2010] VCAT 517) is illustrative of decision-making for larger proposals.  The church aimed to provide for 500 regular attendees in a residential neighbourhood, and accommodate up to 2000 people for events. Similar to the synagogue, VCAT considered the spatial needs of the congregation. In this case, regional as well as local need was taken into account. The Council and some locals objected to the size of the development but indicated they would not object to a smaller development serving the local community only. The determination indicated:
What the cases previously cited do is demonstrate that there is a clear presence of the Melbourne congregation of the Brethren community in this municipality, and that in current circumstances, the members of that community are required to travel to Hadfield to participate at larger gatherings. They would be well served by this facility. The fact that this facility would also provide for the needs of persons outside the local area should not detract from its value as facility for people who live locally.
This was substantiated in comments on the actual site which is located on a main road, opposite land zoned for rural conservation, and properties used for other developments such as schools, churches and medium density residential. Issues of design, character and drainage were also identified as positive aspects of the proposal, as were the absence of matters usually raised such as overshadowing and privacy.
In response to concern about traffic management in the event that the site transferred to another religion, a condition was placed on the development that restricts gatherings of 1200 people to the applicant, with onus on any subsequent landholders to renegotiate future conditions.  This condition reflects particular needs, at odds with a planning orthodoxy ‘neutrality’ ignoring the particularities of faith communities.  
Regulating engagement and matters for consideration
In recent years, a need for planning officers and VCAT members to delineate how religion and landuse intersect has become more pressing through a series of disruptive cases. In the only two Red Dot[footnoteRef:2] decisions related to a place of worship (Rutherford & Ors v Hume CC [2014] VCAT 786 and Hoskins vs Greater Bendigo CC and Anor [2015] VCAT 1124), objections to mosque proposals have exposed  decision-making to greater scrutiny and professional justification. In these cases, reference to human rights, multiculturalism and right to faith are evident, despite being rarely mentioned in cases dealing with other religions. [2:  Red Dot decisions are those which VCAT, while not a precedent-driven system, considers as offering significant guidance for future planning cases. ] 

In Rutherford, social impact assessment and the desire for ethno-cultural and religious encounter were considered. The applicants proposed a Shi’ite mosque next to the existing Assyrian church in an industrial area. The objectors claimed there would be significant detrimental effect on the church community, local amenity and safety.  The determination considered the different needs of the two groups of worshippers as well as limits of planning, noting that “to refuse to allow one group to practice their faith due to the close proximity of another faith community has the potential to undermine the co-operative and equal status that all faiths currently enjoy in Australia”. This is an issue with a broader social impact. Claims of decreased amenity and increased violence were not substantiated by the objectors, nor considered. Nonetheless, boarder moral arguments of inclusiveness shaped the determination:
As a matter of general principle, we think it would be a very poor outcome for planning in Victoria if town planning decisions were made to achieve an outcome that effectively replicates in Victoria the very same divisions, fear and distrust that have led people of all faiths to flee persecution and war overseas. Town planning decisions should not set out to separate people, or the use of land, based on ethnicity or religion. If anything, planning should provide the opportunity to support our diverse multi-cultural society and…promote tolerance 
Reinforcing the focus of planning, the determination included:
… it is also worth re-emphasising that town planning is not a panacea for all perceived social ills, nor is planning decision-making a forum for addressing all issues of social or community concerns… planning is about the use, development and protection of land.
Discussion
Much of the research to date focuses on mapping of different ethno-cultural and religious groups across urban landscapes, and the way in which cultural bias permeates the planning system and professional discretion when planning for new and transitioning communities.  As others have shown the application of assumed normative standards such as acceptable noise, aesthetics and location of particular landuse activities is an international affliction in which the secular aims to tame the religious through regulation (Bugg & Gurran, 2011; Dunn, Thompson, Hanna, Murphy, & Burnley, 2001; Fincher et al., 2014; Pestieau & Wallace, 2003; Qadeer, 1997). Ironically, the taming of religion is incomplete because communicative planning practice can undermine efforts to put religion in its place by inviting the public to share their social anxieties. As Habermas would claim, this agonism within communicative practice contributes to mutual learning about the continuing and contemporary role for faith(s) in public dialogue.
This current research demonstrates, public understandings of how religion fits in secular society are evolving, and sometimes forged through intense disruption about the nature of our spaces and places.  This is partially due to the inherent paradox of systematising decision-making that recognises contextual particularities and different religious practices while claiming to focus solely on landuse. As Valverde (2003: 37) notes:
Local authorities govern persons as well as pieces of land and buildings, but they generally avoid governing through the category of 'person' that is so central to liberal governance and hence to law. Municipal rules and regulations generally govern through categories, such as 'use' and 'activity', that are somewhat removed from personhood partly because they also, and most importantly, simultaneously, govern spaces and things (nonhumans).
The planning system and decision-making, although beset by ambiguity and characterised by strenuous efforts to define, distinguish, explain and justify outcomes, is reasonably fair in doing so when examined across a large number of cases. These VCAT cases demonstrate that modes of decision-making in response to development conflict is generally consistent even if comparisons between cases are geographically uneven and religiously particular. There is some optimism that adherence to secular ideals of non-discrimination, multiculturalism and social inclusion will enable the planning system and its practitioners adapt to demographic change and transitions of faith in ways that respect equal right to worship and equal rights of access to places of worship in an ethno-culturally and religious society.
These secular and often conflicting logics are implemented, defended and thus maintained through discourses within the legal and planning spheres. As the cases indicate, through iterative processes, argumentation and material outcomes, justifications for decision-making resemble Taylor’s three modes of secularism: a public ethic, independent ethical decision-making and a public discourse framed by religiously-neutral rationality. Yet, decisions also use the cloak of neutrality to make decisions based on practice; essentially decisions regulate behaviour specific to religious groups by determining how land is used.  But how would Taylor’s call for greater integration occur? And would the outcomes be better? 
Conclusion: Post-Secular Planning and the Multi-cultural city
Stevenson et al (2010) argue that postsecular societies and cities are the outcome of the interplay of processes of decreasing religious affiliation (secularisation) and increasing religious affiliation (de secularisation) that take on different forms in western societies like Europe, USA, Canada and Australia. Although they argue that these processes are in a state of flux with religion and atheism moving in and out of the public sphere, what is remarkable is their observation that expressions of faith and spiritualty have become strong and diverse in Australian cities. This can be attributed to urbanisation, immigration and emerging ethnic minority communities who feel nourished and often develop a sense of belonging through opportunities for practising their religion in public spaces. Places of worship are sites of rituals and collective prayer, but also places where social activities are held and friendships are nurtured. Perhaps Bouma’s (2006) contention that religion and spirituality happens at a ‘low temperature’ in Australia is changing if we consider the increasing visibility of Pentecostal churches, temples, monasteries, gurdwaras and mosques? Australian planning processes therefore need to incorporate these changes through institutional practices that are inclusive and culturally sensitive.  But this is difficult when Australian planning processes continue to be framed by ‘Australian values’ that are underpinned by Judaeo-Christian beliefs and Anglo-Australian ways of life that are never named but have effects in the way they entangle the secular and the sacred. .Perhaps this the tale of two cities that Turner (2008) refers to when he explores the political and the religious. But today planning processes cannot be considered in isolation operating at several nested local, regional and national scales, because they are also framed by a global geopolitics that demonise religions like Islam. 
Expectations of places of worship within planning, while held to be secular and disinterested, is influenced by the residue of particular model of religiosity and the public performance of worship.  Historically, this refers to small, local and mainstream churches, centred around regular and low-intensity use. Consequently, the emergence of differentiated, and often large places of worship disrupts the planning system, hence controversy over the development of sites beyond the urban fringe, in industrial estates and the like.   The scale of these sites, the wide, yet diffuse, catchment of attendees, the configuration of ancillary uses such as educational, childcare and recreational spaces, demand solutions to a set of planning ‘problems’ centred on places of worship.  The public performance of worship, an indeed the cosmological demands of space and design, work to unsettle assumed norms of worship.
There is a darker, troubling consequence of the planning system and planning appeals acting as a cipher for deeper social conflict.  This is most evident, but not exclusively, in the mosque cases. The almost tortured use of planning rules and regulations to exercise these deeper, existential points of conflict (most of which are then simply batted away at appeal) reveal a potentially systemic issue where the demands on the planning system are ever-expanding.  Yet in an era where planning with, and for, ‘culture’ and community demands deliberation, and engagement it is significant that the system in its regulatory guise refuses to countenance the consequences of planning’s communicative orthodoxy. 
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