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Agustina Martire1 and Mura Quigley2 [Belfast] 

Ken Sterrett. Insurgent urbanism in times of trouble 

Ken Sterrett, Northern Irish planner and urban designer, is a strong and constructive voice of dissent 
in Belfast, a city whose urban and social fabric is scarred by conflict. Sterrett developed his practice 
in a city marked by ethnic and social segregation, urban sprawl and a ‘silo culture’ of government 
departments, which led to a very conservative, top down approach to planning throughout the past 
few decades. 

Sterrett worked in the context of conflict and post conflict marked by ‘the Troubles’, the period 
between 1969 and 1998 characterised by armed conflict between the British state, the 
Catholic/Nationalist/Republican (CNR) community and the Protestant/Unionist/Loyalist (PUL) 
community in Northern Ireland. As part of NI local government act of 1972, local governments in 
Northern Ireland lost planning powers resulting in a top down centralised organisation of 
government. Until today, local governments have circumscribed powers, including on policy issues 
such as roads, regeneration, housing or education powers unlike their UK or Ireland counterparts, 
where these areas are largely devolved to councils.   

Sterrett started his career in the 1980s as a practitioner in social housing in Belfast but became 
increasingly engaged in practice and research that questioned and challenged the city’s status quo. 
He worked on the peace lines - the walls that divide Catholic and Protestant communities – as 
government advisor; in collaborative and engaged research funded by regional and European grants; 
and urban activism as an expert academic and leader.  His position as an insurgent voice was 
formalised as he became director of the Forum for Alternative Belfast (FAB) in 2009, and later a 
founding member of the Save the Cathedral Quarter (SaveCQ) campaign in 2017; with both 
platforms advocating for a fair, inclusive and accessible city. This was in stark opposition to the 
mainstream market-led urban regeneration policies in Belfast. 

His insurgence might be less apparent than those of people in the fringes or outside of the discipline, 
but is nonetheless highly significant in three ways. First, Sterrett recognised that the problem with 
spatial segregation and blight in Belfast was not only related to ethnicity but also rooted in socio-
economic class divisions – his practice is characterised especially by a deep engagement with 
deprived communities in the city. Second, he highlighted the need to look at the local spatial 
dimensions of planning in a context of detached and remote political leadership, making the 
problems visible through mapping exercises. Thirdly, he managed to be a voice of informed dissent 
within and outside the established planning discipline. 

This chapter will look at Ken Sterrett’s insurgent role in the process of spatial transformation of 
Belfast and will show how the ideas of FAB and SaveCQ slowly permeated the established practice 
and policy of urban design in the city. The chapter was written based on two interviews to Ken 
Sterrett, one in 2013 and another in 2020; and interviews with Frank Gaffikin, local professor of 
planning and long standing colleague of Sterrett; Mark Hackett, local architect, partner at Forum for 
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Alternative Belfast; and Chris Karelse, Dutch architect and research assistant for Ken Sterrett in the 
Planning for Spatial Reconciliation EU project.  

Sterrett has shown how insurgent planning can be developed as resistance to top-down structures 
by influencing the vocabulary and ideas of the establishment in a long term game of supporting and 
giving voice to those less powerful in our society. 

 

1 – The ‘conservative’ nature of Belfast planning 

Liam O’Dowd, Northern Irish professor of sociology, once wrote that ‘Belfast is nobody’s child’. Ken 
Sterrett considers that this ‘captured the important point that, until relatively recently, no-one had 
responsibility for the development of the city’ (Sterrett 2020). The planning context was the 
backdrop to the 30 year conflict marked by the death of 3,700 people, known as ‘The Troubles’. 
Scholars argue that the physical damage to Belfast throughout the Troubles did not predominantly 
come from terrorist attacks in the 1970s and 80s.  Instead, the blight, demolition and displacement 
came from the government-led plans and policies that followed the removal of planning powers 
from Councils in Northern Ireland in 1972 (Gaffikin, Morrissey, McEldowney, Ellis, Sterrett). In many 
ways planning and development in Belfast are comparable with other cases in the UK. In the 1960s, 
Belfast was affected by car-centred planning and decentralisation defined by ‘Traffic in Towns’, the 
urban report led by Colin Buchanan for the Ministry of Transport in November 1963. Subsequently, 
the Regional Plan for Belfast published in 1964, stated as its primary objective ‘to simultaneously 
demagnetise the centre, and re-invigorate the many attractive small towns in the Region’ (Boal 
1995, p37). In 1969, the Report on Belfast Corporation on Planning Policy in the City Centre 
determined the transformation of the fabric of Belfast based on a motorway system that tightly 
surrounded the city centre.  These plans overtly encouraged people to leave the city core and 
populate villages and new towns in the outskirts of the city, leaving only commercial and 
administrative functions in the city centre. What sets Belfast apart from other cities in the UK is that 
these spatial processes were coupled with a period of political unrest, an Irish obsession with owning 
land outright (Ó Tuathaigh, 2013, O’Brien 2019) and a laissez faire approach to regulation. These 
gave rise to sprawling, low density, suburban and car-reliant development patterns (Ahrens and 
Lyons, 2013). Until 2015, planning, regeneration, housing, roads, education and health were 
responsibilities of separate regional government departments, which meant that local governments 
had practically no civic responsibilities. 

At the beginning of Sterrett’s career, the changes in transport infrastructure in Belfast led to an 
intensifying segregation of working-class communities by ethno-religious denomination, and a 
growth of a commuting population who created a 9 to 5, car-dependent city. Within this process, the 
growing Catholic working class population saw a shortage of land for housing, while Protestant 
populations moved to the suburbs and commuter towns.  

Some also argue that the city was conditioned by a top down securitisation of space agenda by 
security forces (Coaffee 2004, Brown 1984). Many of the infrastructural decisions were led by 
defensible space design principles, the idea of separating residential communities with walls and 
barriers and target-hardening of streets and spaces (Cozens, 2005; Brand, 2009). The securitisation 
of Belfast materialised in the form of walls and cul-de-sacs in deprived, derelict and vacant inner-city 
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neighbourhoods, cut off from the mono-use commercial city centre, a situation which has not 
improved since peace was agreed in 1998 (Hackett 2019). Sterrett et al. (2012) refer to the problems 
experienced by the city in urban design terms as broken urban structures with lasting social and 
economic consequences. During this period, most people focused their energies on withstanding the 
armed conflict, but there were a series of exceptions where communities tried to resist the 
demolition, displacement and redevelopment promoted by the State, such as the Save the Shankill 
campaign, the opposition to the deck access in the Divis flats and the Sailortown relocation protests. 

The signing of the Good Friday Agreement in 1998 was hugely significant for all forms of governing in 
Northern Ireland.  As a result, In terms of planning governance, there has been a process of 
‘normalisation’ – a shift to more localised and democratic decision making - since the late 1990s, and 
a power sharing government that emerged from that treaty still exists today3. However, this change 
in governance did not have any immediate effect on the segregation of Belfast, the divisions in the 
city were enhanced in the 1990s and 2000s by a focus on the economic and physical regeneration of 
the city and waterfront in Belfast: a centrally-led, private ‘big’ investment plan for the city centre. 
Instead of trying to re-stitch the city centre with the neighbourhoods and communities of Belfast, 
the strategy made the city centre and its immediate periphery increasingly divided (Murtagh and 
Shirlow, 2012).  

Another example of the complexity of planning policy in Northern Ireland is the slow pace at which 
policy is formed here.  It took thirteen years for Belfast’s Local Development Plan BMAP to be 
developed, after which it was challenged by another branch of government and found to be 
unlawful. The root of this disagreement is that a unionist minister opposed the restricting of large 
retail development to urban locations, whilst a nationalist minister unlawfully adopted the policy 
restricting retail development (O’Loan, 2016).  The two positions on this have never been reconciled.  
There is no doubt that Northern Ireland prefers a position of peaceful politics over conflict, but the 
solution leaves significant planning policy gaps and uncertainty. The period since the 1998 
Agreement has highlighted the difficulty of marrying two different positions of sovereignty (Gaffikin 
et al., 2010) and to create a coherent and up to date planning policy. Within this context, Sterrett 
offered a perspective on spatial planning beyond sectarian politics, and brought issues of class as 
they relate to accessibility of the city and housing to the fore.   

Another issue worth mentioning is the condition of education in planning and architecture in 
Northern Ireland. According to Sterrett (2013) skills and knowledge to develop contextual, spatial 
analysis of cities was lacking in both the planning and architectural professions. This is echoed by 
Hackett (2020) who expresses that this lack of training was not only a problem of the profession but 
was also a result of how architecture and planning were taught in Northern Ireland, lacking 
contextual and spatial dimensions respectively (Sterrett 2020, Hackett 2020).  

 
3The power sharing system of governance in Northern Ireland was set up following the 1998 Good Friday 
Agreement, and  removed the ability for one community to dominate political decision-making following the 
Troubles. Before this Northern Ireland was ruled with a unionist majority, who aligned with socially 
conservative rights.  A civil rights movement on the left formed in the 60s seeking  to redress this imbalance 
and so gave rise to the perceived alignment of national politics to the left and unionist politics to the right, 
although the situation has become more complex and nuanced over time.  
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In 2015, with the reorganisation of regional and local government, planning powers returned to local 
government. Unfortunately, regeneration powers and budgets remained in the hands of the regional 
government. This context hinders the delivery of a successful spatial planning agenda (Neill and Ellis, 
2016) and is failing to deliver sustainable development due to its over emphasis on the economy 
over all else (Barry, 2009).   

2 – Ken Sterrett’s insurgent planning 

Sterrett is one of those ‘insurgent planners’, who sheds light on the process of neoliberalisation of 
cities, gives a voice to civic society and inspires a resistance against the homogenisation, 
privatisation and erosion of the human aspects of cities. Sterrett’s work in action research provided 
evidence that helped challenge the neoliberal economic model of urban development in Belfast that 
took off from the late 1980’s. This development model has created homogenous and standardised 
spaces in cities, while increasingly segregating an already fragmented and divided urban 
environment, displacing local communities and preventing creative and incremental change. 
Planning regulations and models have adapted to this development trend, allowing, and in many 
cases enabling, the privatisation of public spaces and the growing segregation of cities. Globalisation 
(Sassen 2001, Sennett 2008, Harvey 2012), gentrification (Zukin 2016, Hubbard 2017, Stein 2019) 
and financialisation of housing (Aalbers 2016, O’Broin 2019) have all impacted the physical 
organisation of cities around the world. In this context, Ken’s work aligns with the way Miraftab 
defines ‘insurgent planning’, as ‘planning practices that respond to neoliberal specifics of 
dominance’ (Miraftab 2009, p32). In Belfast, neoliberal urbanism has been adopted as the strategy to 
distract investors and tourists from local patterns of segregation and territorial division (Nagle, 2009; 
Murtagh 2010), and Sterret has been a figure of resistance to this model throughout his career.  

Even though insurgent planning is presented as a resistance to a general form of neoliberal 
governmentality, there is a decidedly local dimension to them. As Meth (2010) suggests, insurgent 
practices are deeply rooted in the complexity of local contexts. Beauregard (2020) also comments 
that insurgent planning needs a change of paradigm in the planning profession ‘embracing the 
epistemology of multiplicities, sensitivities to issues of memory, desire and spirit; and a 
cosmopolitan perspective that recognizes the complex global interconnectedness of people’ 
(Beauregard, 2020 p110). In this context, Sterrett, through his work has had the ability to navigate 
the complexity and lack of control that globalisation and urbanisation has given rise to, while 
focusing his energy and production in the locality of Belfast, and keeping a close contact with 
practitioners in other cities with similar contexts of conflict. This awareness fundamentally shapes 
Sterrett’s work towards adaptive planning and governance perspective (Ahern, 2011) rather than a 
command and control model (Holling, 1978).  

Within this frame of division and subsequent neoliberalisation of planning, Sterrett has questioned 
the status quo, provided new vocabulary to address urban issues and enabled the wider 
participation of those who find it hard to engage in the complex processes of policy and decision 
making in Belfast. Sterrett sustains that ‘the overlap between good urban design and conflict has 
become more and more obvious as urban structure and layout were often as important in 
cementing division as was the focus on ‘peace walls’, barriers and military posts’ (2020).  
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3 – Tactics of insurgency in Belfast, a ‘post-conflict’ city 

Particularly in cities in conflict, such as Belfast, rules, regulations and a silo culture of government 
institutions created a planning environment in which the only possible development was that 
imposed by a combination of strict generic rules imposed in the 1970s on the one hand and a market 
laissez faire of ‘post conflict’ on the other. Because of its ‘conflict’ condition, Belfast developed its 
own particular complexities around insurgency, and none more so than the question of who owns 
the city (Sassen, 1995; Minton, 2012), in terms of both class and ethnicity. A culture prevails in 
Belfast where it is perceived reckless to challenge the direction of development, no matter what the 
cost. This has meant that any opposition to the status quo, as mild as it could be, would be defined 
as insurgent. Therefore the work of Ken Sterrett, which in other parts of the world could be 
considered as progressive, in the context of Belfast has largely been seen as controversial and many 
times insurgent. 

Ken Sterrett’s work, from supporting communities through state-led housing programmes and 
highlighting socio-economic consequences of spatial segregation in Belfast, to the controversial 
‘Save the Cathedral Quarter’ campaign, has increasingly aligned to ideas of insurgence defined by 
Holston as: ‘a counter-politics that destabilizes the dominant regime of citizenship, renders it 
vulnerable, and de-familiarises the coherence with which it usually presents itself to us.’ (Holston 
2009, p15). Moreover, in Ananya Roy’s terms (2009), Sterrett would fit with the profile of insurgency 
in the informality of a ‘series of casual spontaneous interactions and personal affective ties between 
individuals’ (Roy 2009, p8).  

The task of offering a counter narrative to neoliberal urbanism in Belfast since the 1998 Agreement 
has been challenging, because the solution offered to revive the city centre as a shared and neutral 
space for bridging the division now prevalent through the city, has been market-driven.  This 
‘therapy’, as Grounds refers to it (2014), represents a hope for the population of a politically stable, 
economically prosperous and peaceful society. In attempting to distract investors and tourists from 
local patterns of segregation and territorial division, this placed a temporary sticking plaster over the 
city centre through large physical regeneration schemes, whilst division and sectarianism was 
allowed to continue elsewhere (Nagle, 2009; Murtagh, 2010).  The strategy opted for a physical 
display of ‘recovery’ rather than a less overt social empowerment and mobility agenda. Any stand 
against neoliberal urbanism in the city in this context was therefore viewed as a challenge to peace 
and stability in the region. According to Sterrett (2020) there was ‘no developing vision for the city, 
no attempt to shape the city, rather the approach seemed to be to accommodate the market in all 
its dimensions’. It is against this backdrop that Sterrett’s specific tactics of insurgency are explored 
below.     

Sterrett presented an alternative to the market led approach for development in Belfast by not 
directly criticising the need for peace, but instead reframing the way we understood the problems 
and solutions to achieving this. He did this in three ways. Firstly, he reframed spatial segregation as 
not just being a question of sovereignty, but also being about class (Gaffikin, 2020).  Secondly he 
offered a fresh perspective of the problems for Belfast as spatial and physical - one that could be 
quantified, objective and above sectarian debate.  Thirdly, insurgent action by Sterrett was best 
achieved by becoming an insider and offering expertise in an official capacity – such as his work on 
Pace lines and  that could question the narrative of a free market strategy for peace-building.  
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3a Spatial segregation and class in Belfast: moving beyond sectarian division 

Spatial division by class is ubiquitous but differs in scale and conditions from city to city around the 
world, setting up a context for different types of insurgence. In the particular case of Belfast, ethnic 
division was exacerbated by planning and policy, establishing mainstream planning as a domain 
detached from local relationships. This enabled spatial and physical segregation not only by ethnic 
groups, but particularly by class, disproportionately benefitting the middle class suburban society 
and neglecting the inner city working class. As a response to this situation, Sterrett challenged the 
traditional ‘expert knows best’ approach, and sought to include those impacted by decisions in the 
decision-making process, such as his work on the peace lines project with communities, and his work 
with the local communities of Donegall Pass, the Market and the Shankill. Sterrett asserts that the 
beginning of his career was a strange time for him: ‘on the one hand I was learning my trade and on 
the other hand I could see the injustices that planning in all its manifestations was having on 
communities who didn't have the wherewithal to challenge’.  Aligned to this, as an academic, he 
does not believe in the university as an ivory tower, instead he believes in research that tries to 
produce knowledge in collaboration and tries to change the world, ‘working with rather than for 
people most impacted by planning change.’(Gaffikin 2020)  

In the 1980s Sterrett participated in a project in working class areas through the Design and Special 
Projects section of the then Department of the Environment led by an architect planner, Bill 
Morrison. They were dealing with urgent problems like graffiti and antisocial behaviour, but Sterrett 
knew that the problems were much more complex and ‘essentially structural’ (2020). Until then, 
there had been no critical writing about planning in Belfast, with the exception of Ron Wiener’s the 
Rape and Plunder of the Shankill and a chapter in John Tyme’s Motorways vs Democracy.  

As a result of decades of research, Sterrett, Gaffikin and Morrisey led the EU funded Planning for 
Spatial Reconciliation project, published in 2016. The project proposed to use planning in Northern 
Ireland as a ‘key instrument for the creation of a more shared and reconciled society, arguing for the 
need for a global rather than parochial perspective on this difficult challenge’ (Gaffikin et al, 2016). 
The report aims to explain how a new planning system can contribute to a more socially cohesive 
post conflict society in Northern Ireland. The engagement with communities of North Belfast 
enabled an in-depth study on perceptions of planning, education attainment and relationships 
between poverty and spatial segregation.  

Throughout his career, Sterrett’s work has ‘crossed a number of boundaries’ (Sterrett 2013). In 2009, 
Sterrett, and architects Declan Hill and Mark Hackett founded the Forum for Alternative Belfast 
(FAB), an action-research group that explored alternative ways in which the city might be developed. 
The group specifically looked at the structure and layout of the inner city, considering the social, 
political and cultural aspects of the city, which had not been done locally before. Their focus was on 
the need for spatial analysis. Any planning analysis that was undertaken before was about land uses, 
such as retailing, offices, commercial space or car parking. FAB had the difficult task of avoiding the 
focus on religious divisions, an approach which Mark Hackett led in the group (Sterrett 2013). Their 
main aim was therefore to focus on issues that united working class communities (FAB, 2011). In 
terms of car led planning and car centred urban living, FAB advocated for a walkable city, exposing 
the current imbalance in car ownership and its relationship with class. Through FAB, Sterrett has 
made some powerful observations that imagine ways forward for a more equitable planning and 



7 

design process for Belfast. The identification of disparity, even currently, on the distribution of 
available land and housing needs in Catholic and Protestant inner city areas is crucial for identifying 
future policies in housing, for example. In Sterrett’s words ‘it is about finding that balance between 
the structures we must design (strategic) and those that must emerge (practical, local), working with 
both the elite of city authorities and the pluralism of the grassroots—not either/or" (Sterrett et al, 
2011 p16). 

The following section explores how Sterrett was also able to reframe the spatial planning discourse 
in Belfast beyond planning politics and technocracy by bringing design tactics to the fore as a way to 
communicate clearly the problems with the physical planning of the city..    

3b Design as research 

Another approach to insurgency in Belfast by Sterrett was the use of design research as providing a 
quantitative analysis linking spatial segregation with a deep socio-economic legacy of neglect within 
inner city Belfast.   

In the 1970s, Sterrett started his career as an unqualified planner in the Belfast City Planning Office 
in the Design section, which consisted mostly of architects who saw planning ‘as big architecture’ 
(Sterrett 2020). He admits that he chose not to register under any professional organisation, which 
made it difficult for him to describe himself as a “planner”. This position may have also enabled him 
to participate in conversations that an attachment to a single discipline would not have allowed.  

One of the keys to understanding Sterrett’s work is his valuing of interdisciplinarity, and this 
stemmed from an observation of a rising divergence of built environment disciplines in the UK. In 
Northern Ireland, planning was moving toward increasingly technocratic methods, while 
architecture developed new forms for a modernising Belfast building by building. In his Masters 
thesis, Sterrett exposed the lack of design thinking in planning processes, which considered design as 
the ‘icing on the cake’(2020), instead of a valuable part of the whole planning process. Sterrett has 
not only worked in the overlap of planning and architecture but has been involved in teams that 
included sociologists, anthropologists, historians and engineers, particularly in his more recent work 
on FAB, SaveCQ and City Reparo. 

FAB focused, through specific projects, on the less discussed issues of class and economic 
segregation. They did this by comparing built space with other comparable cities in the UK. The FAB 
summer schools produced a series of maps that transformed the way that the city was seen by local 
and international publics. Maps such as the 2011 Missing City Map, the 2012 Re-stitching the city 
map and the six links map of 2013 are successful in showing how important quantitative research 
can be, especially when shown graphically. The maps established a vocabulary (Sterrett, 2013) that 
was understandable to everyone and a typology that could be transferred to other parts of the city. 
These approaches had never been used in Belfast before. 

Another demonstration of Sterrett’s use of spatial analysis to offer a counter narrative to 
development in Belfast is through the Save the Cathedral Quarter campaign.  The campaign started 
in 2017 as a reaction to a planning proposal to redevelop part of the oldest neighbourhood in Belfast 
City Centre for retail and offices, demolishing around 80% of its historic built fabric. A series of 
people from different backgrounds, academics, members of the arts community and local traders 
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organised the campaign as an online platform to challenge the proposal. Sterrett is a founding 
member of the group and has been a public facing voice for the campaign, gaining attention from 
authorities and media. Sterrett effectively navigated through the spatial detail of the redevelopment 
proposals, maintained a focus on the design process, the policy context and people displaced and 
negatively impacted by the proposals.  

3c The Insider 

Through involvement in campaigns, in his capacity as an academic researcher, teacher and within 
government itself, Sterrett has taken the approach of insurgence from within, in order to offer 
credibility and trust in expertise to expose the problems with spatial planning in Belfast.  Through his 
links professionally within government, and his ability to work closely on the ground, he developed 
ways of connecting these polarised perspectives and offered an alternative planning strategy for the 
city that went beyond the short-sighted market-led approach and truly engaged communities giving 
them agency within the planning process.  

In the challenging environment in the late 1980s Sterrett worked with the Belfast Development 
Office on peace-line areas. They were developed throughout the Troubles and more significantly 
after the Good Friday Agreement. Sterrett’s brief was to work with local communities on both sides 
of the divide to find ‘environmental’ solutions to the peace walls. He qualifies this work as both 
sobering and enlightening, as it showed that even within areas of high spatial and material 
deprivation, there were stark differences between the communities, a dwindling and 
underrepresented Protestant community and an overcrowded and well organized Catholic one. 

The work of FAB was also characterised by a mixing of different interests and expertise from 
different backgrounds, predominantly architects and planners, providing a platform for participation 
that defied the existing practices. According to Till (2005), community participation in architecture is 
a rather new practice, quite different from that in planning. He posits that mainstream architectural 
culture is in a state of denial about participation, a denial that is tantamount to rejection but without 
the need to be explicit about it” (Till, 2005:21). Till also adds that normally, when there is a situation 
of community participation in architecture, this involves a project that is already defined, and just 
expecting approval from the community; thus not involving them in the process, but only the 
product (Madanipour, 1996). In this pattern the ideas of pseudo participation coined by Carole 
Pateman (1970) can be applied to participation in architecture. However, there may be different 
instances in which participation of communities becomes more active in the process (Sandercock, 
2020). The role of FAB aimed in that direction as an interdisciplinary platform, where planners, 
architects and sociologists explored alternatives for the city in spatial and social terms. 

Unfortunately, despite wide public and professional support, and due to a combination of difficulty 
with sustaining funding and lack of structural support from the government, FAB had to close its 
doors in 2014. Hackett points out a very important question, ‘how do you fund insurgency?’(Hackett 
2020). He reflects that they may have had to undertake another sort of structure to be able to 
access funds to sustain their organisation. Sterrett was the voice of dissent in the group as well, 
trying to convince architects that good design is not enough as a response to urban spatial problems. 
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4 – Insurgence as legacy 

The role of Ken Sterrett as an insurgent planner has been instrumental in a series of changes that 
have happened to both the planning process and planning education content in the past decades in 
Northern Ireland. The language used by the planning authorities and their policy priorities have 
shifted due to Sterrett and his colleagues’ influence. The main documents published by Belfast City 
Council in the past 5 years, namely the Belfast Agenda, the Local Development Plan and Belfast 
Bolder Vision have changed their language and communication to use terms such as re-stitching the 
city, urban density and social and spatial inclusion, which were not part of the language of previous 
policy documents, which focused on a more generic ‘placemaking’ language. 

Sterrett and Gaffikin, from the early days of their research, made the point that various plans for the 
city ignored the spatial divisions that characterised Belfast. On top of this, there was no attempt to 
either understand or address the dysfunctional urban structure of the city and its consequences for 
many communities. According to Sterrett it took some considerable time to get these issues onto 
the political-administrative agenda and it was probably their second EU grant that accelerated this.  

Gaffikin explains that Sterrett’s work focused on how community and spatial planning are linked. In a 
context of frustrated and thwarted plans being constantly devised, Sterrett was a critical friend to 
senior planners, a senior planner himself, providing alternatives that would still be considered, 
despite their unorthodoxy. He also explains that Sterrett’s main contribution lies between the 
making of place and mediation of space. 

Regarding the work of FAB, there is a less tangible but still very relevant influence of the reflections 
of the group in policy and practice. Issues around density and population decline were first raised by 
FAB and are now at the centre of the planning vision being developed by Belfast City Council. The 
language and concepts FAB introduced, such as shared space and re-stitching the city are now fairly 
commonplace. Recently, collaboration between two government departments and local government 
has produced a study into enhancing the connectivity of the City, drawing largely from the research 
first posited by FAB. The social, economic and climate consequences of the ‘broken urban structures’ 
(Sterrett et al., 2012) of Belfast are now being discussed as part of policy solutions.  FAB produced 
two schemes, the Missing City Map and the Six Links,that became part of the city council 
masterplan, creating an agenda that was not there before FAB existed. Sterrett believes that within 
FAB it was difficult to get the balance right between being critical and getting things done, between 
being a ‘think tank’ and a ‘do tank’ (Sterrett 2013). 

According to his research assistant Chris Karelse, Sterrett has stood as a strong reminder of the 
purpose of the planning system and who it is created to serve.  Throughout the Save CQ campaign, 
Sterrett has acted to remind us all that development rights are nationalised, which means the right 
to develop land belongs to the people. This is something Belfast constantly needs reminding. 

Sterrett has honed his craft in such a way that he is able to be at the margins, whilst also 
commanding authority and respect for his thinking. Sterrett’s teaching, his writings and the influence 
of FAB has been to ensure that a social memory of the city is retained, where we are aware and can 
influence the consequences of planning decisions in the City, and the power of design to make things 
better. Over the years, Sterrett has ensured that inner city areas of Belfast have a voice and a place 
at the table in the development of Belfast. His contribution to the discourse of design as process, the 
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intertwined nature of society and space and the social learning of the City means that those who 
strive to deliver better for the city, do so on a foundation of civil discussion, strong evidence, and 
policies and hopes for a city that plans for its people above everything else.  
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