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INTRODUCTION

With the demise of national funding for design review from 2013, the landscape for design review
has rapidly and fundamentally changed. From a public sector activity offered free of charge,
design review is now typically a pay to use service delivered by a wide variety of providers.
Despite this, the National Planning Policy Framework, the Government’s planning policy for
England, continues to strongly endorse design review, The Farrell Review recommended that it
might develop into a wider place shaping activity, and the House of Lords have called for design
review to become mandatory.

To help clarify the situation, or at least to begin the process of more openly and systematically
debating it, in April the Place Alliance devoted Big Meet 5 to a national conference on design
review. We took a wide range of contributions from experts who had been or currently are
involved in design review from a wide range of perspectives and from all the nations of the UK and
beyond.

The event was kindly chaired by Leanne Tritton (ING media) and Ben van Bruggen (van Bruggen
Urbanism) and sponsored by Barratt Developments Plc. and van Bruggen Urbanism.

Thanks to Geoff Noble for transcribing the event and providing the basis for this report.
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DESIGN REVIEW: PAST, PRESENT
AND FUTURE
Matthew Carmona looks back to look
forward.
Design review sometimes feels like a relatively
modern preoccupation with an ever more
complex and legalistic planning system. But
in fact the review of new design has a long
history stretching back in England over 200
years. Believe it or not it all began in The
Treasury when in 1802 they established a
Committee for the Inspection of Models for
National Monuments to supervise the erection
of memorials to the ‘heroes’ of the Napoleonic
wars. The ‘Committee of Taste’ (as it quickly
became known) was manned by seven
leading connoisseurs and collectors under the
chairmanship of the Conservative politician
(later Minister) Charles Long (1st Baron
Farnborough) and operated until the mid 1820s.
A little later, in 1841, a second committee, this
time under the title the ‘Fine Arts Commission’
was set up to supervise issues of public taste
and the commissioning of art works relating to
the recently completed Palace of Westminster.
Established under the aegis of Prince Albert,
the Prime Minister of the time (Robert Peel)
described the group as being composed of
members of each House selected without
reference to party distinctions, whose attention
has been directed to the cultivation of the fine
arts. Thus from the start design review was
a-political! The group was disbanded in 1863
when it ran out of steam following the death of
Prince Albert two years earlier.
Sixty years on, the Royal Fine Art Commission
(RFAC) of 1924 was created as an altogether
more ambitious undertaking, although it came
about for very similar reasons to the Committee
of Taste a century earlier. In the aftermath
of the first world war an unofficial advisory
committee had been set up to approve and site
numerous war memorials across London. The
Committee worked well at first but soon ran into
difficulties relating to the depiction of nudity in
sculptures commissioned for The Strand and
Hyde Park. The hubbub confirmed the need for
a more independent and authoritative source
4

of advise to Government on matters of design.
Drawing inspiration from the ‘Commission
of Fine Arts’ that had been set up in 1910 in
Washington DC, in 1923 the idea was taken up
by the then Conservative administration under
Stanley Baldwin. The RFAC began its work
in January 1924, two weeks into the first ever
Labour administration.
The RFAC
Whilst it talked about ‘design enquiries’ as
opposed to ‘design reviews’, the RFAC was the
most successful proponent of the discipline,
at least if success is judged by longevity. In
fact the RFAC survived for 75 years until 1999
and in its time conducted many thousands of
reviews on nationally significant projects. In
large part this success was achieved because
the organisation became very practiced at
keeping its head well below the parapet for
most of its life. As one commentator suggested:
“For many years the Commission pursued
a policy of discretion to the point of virtually
abstaining from public comment”.
In that position it conducted reviews largely
for the public sector, initially via a standing
commission of eight members, half of whom
were architects, one engineer and typically an
artist (all male establishment figures), rising to
eighteen by the 1990s (with the introduction
of a few women). It had a huge impact on
everything from the red telephone box, to the
design of the UCL estate, to plans for postwar reconstruction across the country (often a
voice of reason and against the clean sweep
mentality of the time), to an influential supporter
of contemporary projects such as the Lloyds
building, Tate Modern and the Great Court of
the British Museum. It was, for example advice
from the RFAC that directly led to the iconic
triangular pattern in the British Museum’s dome
(the original being a rectilinear grid).
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And perhaps the RFAC might still have been
with us today if it had kept its head down, but
under its final and charismatic Chair, Lord St
John of Fawsley it broke from that tradition and
began to more publicly denounce schemes that
it didn’t like, including the Millennium Wheel.
In this period design review for the first time
came to the consciousness of the wider public
but also increasingly came under fire for being
elitist, secretive, reactive, and susceptible
to style bias and cronyism. The RFAC also
remained strangely detached from the policy
changes happening around it, first those of
John Gummer and then of New Labour, and the
much broader view of design in public policy to
which this gave rise (urban rather than aesthetic
design). Design was gaining a more important
and central role in planning.
Along comes Commission for Architecture
and the Built Environment
History records that the RFAC was wound up in
1999 in favour of the more expansive, dynamic
and ambitious model that was the Commission
for Architecture and the Built Environment
(CABE). In contrast with the RFAC, design
review was just one of the many tools of design
governance that CABE deployed to achieve its
aim of transforming the national agenda and
consciousness with regard to design. Indeed,
contrary to some perceptions, only around a
fifth of CABE’s staff were dedicated to its design
review function, even though it was a service
greatly expanded from the RFAC days, moving
from around 100 projects a year in 1999 to
almost 500 at its height in 2004/05, and being
serviced by a panel of 40 reviewers.
This number was subsequently scaled back
to around 350 per annum from the 1,000 or
so schemes submitted annually to CABE for
http://placealliance.org.uk/working-groups/place-quality/

review when a 2005 Select Committee enquiry
into CABE’s work emphasised quality over
quantity in its design review activities. The
move followed the controversial departure of
Sir Stuart Lipton, CABE’s Chair, who the year
before had been accused (incorrectly) of a
conflict of interest when schemes of his own
had come before a CABE panel. The episode
reflects a key challenge for design review
that, by its nature, is open to misinterpretation
(and potentially misuse) when experts and
practitioners are asked to comment on
other’s work in the absence of very clear
rules of transparency, and disclosure. It is a
balance between receiving expert advice and
representation, between objective criteria and
subjective opinion. Importantly, of course, the
best panels are able to recognise and articulate
this.
Whilst far from CABE’s most costly tool, design
review was certainly its headline service where
most of the publicity (and periodic controversy)
derived. It was a service in the public eye,
with reviews openly published and with most
local authorities, incorrectly, assuming that the
advice they received had a statutory weight,
when in fact it was never more than advisory.
It also got a lot of architects, developers and
other consultants hot under the collar, as the
description of the service by one less than
enamoured participant observed:“a day out for
unemployed architects with little relevant skill
on the matter in hand, or self-serving fairy dust
sprinkling and grandstanding from designer
stars past their sell by date”. Others argued
that ‘official’ judgement on design without
recourse to either a democratic process or an
obvious means to challenge decisions was
always going to be problematic. But CABE also
provided an alternative voice and opinion to
the statutory bodies such as English Heritage
5

(EH) or the Highways Agency, whose opinions
had gone unchallenged and whose statutory
roles had cause them problems in supporting
new architecture. Arguably, the EH / CABE joint
guidance on tall buildings would not have been
produced if left to EH alone.
From CABE’s perspective, the ‘dominance’ of
design review in the external perception of the
organisation (even if incorrect) did not help its
cause and tended to obscure the multiple other
ways in which CABE engaged with, influenced
and evaluated buildings and places. CABE also
gave greater prominence to and impetus for
the Regional Design Review Panels. Thanks to
the government connection and high profile of
CABE many Regional Development Agencies
supported their own design review panels built
around the CABE model.
CABE sought to support good architecture
and urban design and while its design review
function may have been perceived as being
about architecture for architects, its influence on
clients, particularly public sector ones, design
leadership in organisations and local authority
design resources was also profound.
Just like the RFAC before it, looking at the
schemes it influenced, it is difficult to say
anything other than that CABE’s influence
was profoundly positive on projects as diverse
as: the Birmingham library, Sheffield Peace
Gardens, Liverpool One, the Crossrail stations
in London and the 2012 Olympic projects
both in London and elsewhere, numerous
school projects across the country, and many
residential-led masterplans, including that for
Kidbrooke Village. The list goes on and on.
And whilst the record does not always record
the extent of CABE’s influence on schemes,
and of course they clearly didn’t always get
it right, we shouldn’t forget that just as great
an impact, because of a timely and forceful
intervention by CABE, is what is not seen today.
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Regional design review
CABE also helped to facilitate the spread
of design review regionally through funding
regional panels, many hosted by the
Architecture and Built Environment Centres
and coordinated by the Architecture Centre
Network. On this front whilst there was already
some coverage in some regions and a few local
authority panels (including, since the 1920s, a
sprinkling of Architectural Advisory Panels and
Conservation Area Panels), coverage prior to
CABE was very patchy at best. For the first
time CABE helped to ensure that design review
became an activity conducted nationwide,
and in the process moved the practice beyond
the ‘nationally significant’ projects that the
RFAC and CABE saw in London to a class
of major developments that whilst critical to
their localities would not have registered at
the national scale. Through these means and
through the 2000’s the practice of design review
gradually became mainstream.

A market emerges
Following the demise of CABE in 2011, we
have seen, for the first time in 90 years a
complete withdrawal of national government
from design review and the establishment of
a free market in review services. Arguably, it
was CABEs mainstreaming of the practice that
held out the prospect for this market to work
as almost the only tool of CABE’s toolbox with
immediate potential to be commercialised. At
the same time some argue that it was also
CABE’s very public and sometimes problematic
practices of design review that ultimately left the
organisation (in 2010 in its hour of need) without
the heavy-weight friends in the architectural
establishment that might have helped to save it
from the cuts.

http://placealliance.org.uk/working-groups/place-quality/

Instead, we were left with the rather unpalatable
sight of other organisations attempting to
muscle in and take a share of the meagre
transitional funds that DCLG had made
available for two years to move from design
review as a public practice to design review in
the market. Those organisation didn’t succeed
and we saw the transition of CABE into Design
Council CABE and eventually the Architecture
Centre Network into the Design Network with its
nine regions.

There nevertheless remains a lot more design
review about than in those days, although
provision is clearly very patchy and evidence
about it thin. Thus today some regions
(particularly London) have multiple overlapping
providers, whilst others have just a single
provider. The diversity and range of panel
types, from purely public to purely private
and everything in-between is reflected in the
following table.

These arrangements were significantly aided
from 2012 by new advice in paragraph 62 of the
NPPF that “Local planning authorities should
have local design review arrangements in place
to provide assessment and support to ensure
high standards of design”. The policy does not
specify what form such arrangement should
take or what the consequences were of not
doing this (none as it turns out!).
For a few years it looked doubtful whether there
was a viable market and in 2013 Shape East
went belly up whilst others were on a knife
edge (and perhaps still are); but in the spirit
of ‘let a thousand flowers bloom’ other players
have entered the market (or have continued
to operate), and design review has become
more client focussed, less public (or at least
less often published or published about) and
has retreated (to some degree) back under the
parapet; back to the days of the RFAC before
1985.

http://placealliance.org.uk/working-groups/place-quality/
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Design review provider
Focus
Sector
National
Third
panel
Regional /
Public
subregional
panel
Public
entrepreneurial

Third
Private panel for
hire
Local panel

Public
Third
Private subcontractor

Private

Specialist
panel

Public

Private subcontractor

Private
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Operation

Example

Not for profit organisation with no
geographic remit
Regional or sub-regional panel
operating within the confines of its
administrative area

Design Council CABE

Entrepreneurial public sector
trading design services to others in
its region
Not for profit organisation with a
regional or sub-regional
geographic remit
Private provision of a roving panel
for hire on commercial terms (so
far regionally based)
Local authority panel operating
within the confines of its
administrative area
Not for profit organisation with a
local (usually town or city)
geographic remit
Public sector organisation
operating within the confines of its
administrative area but with the
panel management subcontracted
to a private or not for profit
organisation
Private panel organised, funded
and managed by a private
company to review schemes within
a defined site or area
Public providers focussed on
particular types of project e.g.
transport or infrastructure
Public or pseudo-public sector
organisation focussed on particular
types of project e.g. transport or
infrastructure but with the panel
management subcontracted to a
private or not for profit organisation
Private panel within and
exclusively serving a private
company

Urban Design London, Design Surgeries; or Hertfordshire
Design Review Panel (run by Building Futures a consortium
of nine Hertfordshire local authorities led by the County
Council)
Place Services of Essex County Council, formally part of the
county’s core services, but now an independent profit centre
wholly owned by the council and able to sell its services,
including design review, inside (to the district authorities)
and outside of Essex
MADE West Midlands, providing design review (and other
design services) throughout the West Midlands; or the
Cornwall Design Review Panel
The Design Review Panel, with clients that include local
authorities and developers in Devon and Somerset
London Borough of Lewisham Design Review Panel; or
Torbay Council, Design Review Panel
Beam, providing design review (and other design services)
to Wakefield; or the Greenwich Design Review Panel run by
Design Council CABE for Royal Greenwich
Haringey Quality Review Panel, managed by private
consultancy, Frame Projects, for the London Borough of
Haringey; or the London Legacy Development Corporation
Quality Review Panel managed by Fortismere Associates
Lewisham Gateway Panel funded by MUSE Developments
Ltd following a requirement within the terms of the planning
permission (part of the Section 106 agreement) to review
schemes
Home Office, Quality Panel, with a focus on buildings for the
Police; or Transport for London, Design Review Group, with
a specialist focus on roads / public realm schemes in
London
HS2 Independent Design Panel, with a focus on the
infrastructure and impacts of High Speed Rail 2, managed
by private consultancy, Frame Projects, for HS2 Ltd

Barratt Homes’ design review panel reviews all its schemes
as part of an internal quality initiative designed to drive up
quality across the company’s developments
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In 2015 Richard Simmons investigated all
the extant major panels in England, looking
at their operations and the guidance they
worked to. All aimed to be constructive critical
friends. Meetings are longer and more all
day, workshop-style sessions are held. Not
all reports are shared with the local planning
authority.
Simmons has identified a number of challenges
for today’s panels:
•
securing and sustaining their
independence –when scheme proposers
can pay for reviews directly, there may be a
suspicion that they could pick and choose the
most ‘developer friendly’ operator
•
attracting panel members with sufficient
experience, yet also detachment, from the
locality in question. It seems generally harder
to secure the necessary breadth of skills in the
north of England.
•
the consistency of the various panels
might be open to question
•
governance and operations are not
always transparent or publicly accountable.
The future of design review
In the midst of all this complexity, a number of
significant questions raise their heads.
1.
What is the continuing value of design
review?
2.
What are the critical common principles
of good design review?
3.
Is better coordination of design review
services required: nationally and regionally and
between different types of providers?
4.
Is there a case for regulation to maintain
quality control?
5.
Are those conducting review sufficiently
accountable, independent and transparent in
the service they provide?
6.
What tools might be used to increase the
uptake of design review by local authorities and
others – and is mandating design review the
answer?
7.
What alternative models for design
review should we consider?

on some of these questions, and have made a
series of recommendations about the future of
design review. In 2011, for example, the Bishop
Review (commissioned by Design Council
CABE) recommended that:
•
The NPPF should be amended to
strengthen the position of design review
•
A simple mechanism of best practice
accreditation should be set up
•
Design review should be funded through
enhanced planning or pre-application fees.
The Farrell Review three years later concluded:
•
Design Review Panels should become
cross-disciplinary PLACE Review Panels
•
They should be less crit-like and more
enabling and collaborative.
•
The commissions of all publicly funded
bodies that procure the built environment
should be subject to design review
•
Existing places such as high streets,
hospitals and housing estates should be
reviewed.
Earlier this year the House of Lords Select
Committee on National Policy for the Built
Environment argued that:
•
Provision of design review is disjointed
and fragmented, with issues of funding and
service quality effecting local delivery
•
There is an insufficient number of
reviews to justify a wider investment in the new
market
•
To address this design review should be
mandatory for all major planning applications.
Finally, and specifically in relation to London,
The Mayor’s Design Advisory Group
recommended that:
•
The Mayor should coordinate design
review services in London
•
The London Plan should require major
schemes to be subject to design review
•
Reviews should be funded by applicants.

A number of reviews of built environment policy
more generally have attempted to throw light
http://placealliance.org.uk/working-groups/place-quality/
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BIG MEET 5 OUTCOMES
Following a day of evidence and debate
spanning this diversity of practice across 100 or
so participants, we came to seven conclusions:

ONE: A PATCHWORK OF PANELS

TWO: DEMONSTRATING RESULTS

First, design review is indeed much more
diverse than at any time in the past, with many
more providers and no single coordinating
(or constraining) hand. Because of this, it is
has become more innovative, and is finding
imaginative new ways of moulding its offer to
meet local circumstances. On the downside,
there seems no way of capturing this collective
experience or sharing knowledge, and practice
is variable to say the least. Thus whilst some
areas benefit from a comprehensive service,
many (perhaps the majority) are subject to
almost no design review at all.

Second, there remains a lack of hard evidence
about the value or effectiveness of design
review, and a need for some systematic
research to properly record the state of the
nation: what we are doing, where and how, and
what works and what does not.

Whatever model is adopted, there was much
to be said for looking beyond individual sites
should include the whole local economy. In
Robin Nicholson’s experience, most recently in
Cambridgeshire,any Panel should be
•
small and diverse
•
more of a critical friend than a
gatekeeper
•
able to feed into the political process
•
a contributor to long term research,
investigating whether places are better or not
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Cabe’s Principles and Practice document
of 2012 claimed that design review process
helps developers reduce planning risks.
Similar assertions are made on local planning
authority websites. But where is the supporting
evidence? There is a need to track the
outcomes of design review, perhaps against
policy.
There is understandable disquiet about the
patchy, even random coverage of design
review; whole counties are without design
review arrangements, and even in London it is
possible for the very largest projects (such as
No 1 Undershaft in the City of London) to be
approved without any external review.
The Home Office began a Design Review
Panel in 2002, which continues today albeit
in much reduced way. In 2013 the Home
Office published Better Police Buildings which
examined the impact of design review on the
outcome of the built project. It concluded that
the panel not only provided expertise but also
broadened and deepened the dialogue about
the functioning and look of the buildings. At its
best the design review process offers support
for those doing good work. It objectivises
aesthetic arguments, it cuts through the nittygritty and day-to-day of design to deliver reason
and coherence.

http://placealliance.org.uk/working-groups/place-quality/

THREE: WORKING WITH
COMMUNITIES

FOUR:
FUNDING AND STAFFING
DESIGN REVIEW

Third, in the context of localism, the relationship
between design review and the communities
being served seems to be on many minds, and
is an important but difficult and sensitive matter.
Ultimately the consensus seemed to be that
the essence of design review was the process
of evaluation by professional peers and that
this was an important and distinct role within
the overall design process. Consequently
design review was not considered the right tool
for engaging the public in decision-making.
Engaging developers in these peer review
processes, by contrast, was considered critical,
particularly if design review was to carry the
confidence of all involved.

Fourth, diminishing resources within local
planning authorities remains a continuing
concern. In this respect design review should
not be seen as a sticking plaster to cover the
absence of in-house design skills (although
in extremis, even that would be better than
nothing). Instead design review should
empower in-house local authority staff to
strive for excellent outcomes, helping them to
step back and take an independent view on
development proposals.

Panels offer independent expertise and should
not be confused with community engagement,
although the two can be brought together.
Participatory sessions are often used in design
development but this is not the same as a
review panel, which should be detached and
should not attempt to second–guess local
aspirations or needs. There remains great value
in an impartial and expert review of project or
proposition.

http://placealliance.org.uk/working-groups/place-quality/

The weight given to the advice from design
review panels varies; some planning authorities
assert that panel reports are a material
consideration, others not.
Developers, local planning authorities or local
groups can commission reviews but resourcing
remains a challenge. The cost of offering
a truly professional service should not be
underestimated. It is often easier to secure
commissions in south east, where higher
density development, higher land values and
greater risk mean that the stakes are higher for
the private sector.
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FIVE:ONE TECHNIQUE AMONG MANY SIX: TOWARDS A COLLABORATIVE
APPROACH
Fifth, design review is a distinct and important
tool that is widely used and understood and
cannot be replaced by PLACE review, which
has a different function. It should, however,
embrace the comprehensive and interdisciplinary vision advanced in the Farrell
Review and should seize the opportunity to
address highways, public realm and strategic
planning propositions, alongside architectural,
landscape and urban design projects.

David Ubaka spoke about design review for
streets and spaces. His headline observation
was that review is just one tool amongst
several– don’t worry if it doesn’t do everything.
Choose the mechanism appropriate to the
circumstances, don’t overload the expectations
of the design review process (for example with
community consultation) and don’t panic!
Ubaka distinguished between Quality Audits
(November 2011) as advocated through
Manual for Streets, which inform design and
Design Reviews, which guide the outcome.
Each mechanism has its merits, and they are
complementary.

Sixth, a key innovation in recent years has
been the development of more collaborative
workshop-based design review techniques,
moving away from a crit-based approach and
towards a constructive dialogue. In this respect
the best international practice emphasises
formative rather than summative design review
that help to guide outcomes through the
design process rather than casting a verdict on
finished schemes. In places where a mature
and comprehensive system of design review is
in place, this is the logical development of the
service. We heard from New Zealand where the
Auckland Property Federation set up the design
panel and is supported by the Council and the
Mayor.
Confidence and trust can be established on
both sides, and the sometimes confrontational
aspects of design review (described by one
presenter as “root canal work” can be avoided.
Architecture + Design Scotland has moved
away from conventional design review
altogether, favouring a more interactive
approach, The team is now getting involved in
community workshops to set basis for briefs and
operates a three stage approach (appraisal,
workshop and approval) Two key questions are
asked:
what will success look like?
what skills and expertise do we need to
make a good place?

12
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SEVEN: DESIGN REVIEW AS A
LEGAL REQUIREMENT?
Finally, despite a pretty unanimous view in
the room (perhaps unsurprisingly) that when
it operates well design review can add huge
value, no clear view was reached on whether
to support mandatory design review. Here
the concern seemed to be that, if made a
requirement, then design review could all too
easily degenerate into a tick box exercise.
Providers nevertheless need to be better at
demonstrating that when review is done well, it
adds value, with monitoring an essential part of
this feeding into a public record of impact.

A MIXED FUTURE
In his presentation, Andrew Firth (Public Affairs
Manager, RIBA) quoted the Ministerial foreword
to NPPF: “Our standards of design could be so
much higher...confidence in development itself
has been eroded by the too frequent experience
of mediocrity”. Design review was one way of
addressing the problem, but it was only one part
of the process.
We are at an interesting juncture, and it looks
likely that design review can and will continue
to innovate, responding to local needs and
learning from others to diversify practices and
gradually grow the size of the market. Equally,
for the foreseeable future many parts of
England will continue in the virtual absence of
any systematic design review, despite advice in
the NPPF to the contrary. Perhaps that is the
relentless logic of the market and overtime we
will discover what impact that has on the quality
and viability of local places.
Design Council Cabe is undertaking a new
review of DR to see if still fit for purpose and
how the service fits into the planning and
development world. Victor Callister, Deputy
Director at Design Council Cabe, hoped that
the new research would provide evidence to
help assess (or at least challenge) some of the
assertions about design review, both for and
against.
In the light of the discussions and findings at
Big Meet 5, the Place Alliance Place Quality
Working Group will now consider what, if
anything, needs to be done to address some
the questions posed above. Design review is in
an interesting and very challenging stage of its
evolution. The story goes on …

http://placealliance.org.uk/working-groups/place-quality/
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BIG MEET 5 CONTRIBUTIONS

MORNING SESSION
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Dr RICHARD SIMMONS
Visiting Lecturer Bartlett School of Planning
Richard Simmons reflected on his experience
as Chief Executive at Cabe and on the changes
that have taken place since 2012.
Cabe conducted a survey of design review in
2009 which examined the plethora of panels
operating at national, regional, sub-regional
and local level. That diversity continues, and
includes bespoke Panels working on a thematic
basis, such as HS2. There are also panels
administered by the private sector.
To some degree the current situation is fulfilling
the expectations of Coalition Government,
especially those of former minister Grant
Shapps who wanted to see competition
amongst design review providers. Shapps
argued that if the service was truly valued,
developers would pay.

•
attracting panel members with sufficient
experience, yet also detachment, from the
locality in question. It seems generally harder to
recruit a range of skills in the north of England.
•
consistency of the various panels might
be open to question
•
governance and operations are not
always transparent or publicly accountable.
On the other hand, there is now greater equality
between the main panels, and Design Council
Cabe is no longer seen as the top tier or parent
panel. Collaborative working and site visits are
helping to support a greater local focus and
knowledge.
Simmons also noted a growing international
dimension, with successful panels in South
Australia, Boston (Institute for Human Centred
Design, specialising in accessibility) and Tokyo.

In 2015 Simmons investigated all the extant
major panels in England, looking at their
operations and the guidance they worked to.
All aimed to be constructive critical friends.
Meetings are now longer and more all day,
workshop-style sessions are held. Not all
reports are shared with the local planning
authority.
There are a number of challenges to the panels:
•
securing and sustaining their
independence –when developers can pay for
reviews directly, there may be a suspicion that
they could pick and choose the most ‘friendly’
operator
http://placealliance.org.uk/working-groups/place-quality/
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VICTOR CALLISTER
Deputy Director and BEE at Design Council
Cabe
Victor Callister reminded the audience of the
huge value of the property market; at £16tn,
more than tenfold the annual value of UK
shares traded. The cost of error and waste
is the construction industry is proportionately
substantial. Where does the design review
come into the picture?
Design Council Cabe is undertaking a new
review of DR to see if still fit for purpose and
how the service fits into the planning and
development world. Callister hoped that
the new research would support, or at least
challenge, some of the assertions about design
review, both for and against.

consideration, others not.
Are the Nolan Principles of Public Life
being followed in all Panels? Do they need
tightening?
There is also a question mark over the diversity
of panel membership. Whilst there is common
acceptance of the virtue of multi-disciplinary
panels, women, black and minority ethnic
members as well as younger people are underrepresented. Cabe had had some success
through targeted advertising in broadening its
Built Environment Experts and other panels
could perhaps follow that example. A wider
question is whether, and how far, panels should
attempt to reflect the communities they serve.

The NPPF stops short of making design review
mandatory. This has resulted in unevenness in
the provision and take-up of services.
There is no pattern to the schemes that are
reviewed; no panel saw the designs for No.1
Undershaft, one of the biggest schemes in the
City of London.
Cabe’s Principles and Practice document of
2012 claims that design review process helps
developers reduce planning risks. Similar
assertions are made on local planning authority
websites. But where is the supporting evidence
? There is a need to track the outcomes of
design review, perhaps against policy.
The weight given to the advice from design
review panels varies; some planning authorities
assert that panel reports are a material
16
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DAVID TITTLE
Head of Design Advice, Design South East
David Tittle drew on his experience managing
design review panels, initially at MADE in
the West Midlands and now at Design South
East. His aim had always been to ensure the
effectiveness of the service.
Place Review is now the favoured
term, appearing in twelve of the sixty
recommendations in the Farrell Review. The
plea was for a move from delivering judgment
(crit) towards a more collaborative process.
But was this an outdated caricature of DR
today? Is Place Review (the subject of a recent
conference) really a separate product?
Tittle pointed out that there were numerous
precedents, such as Inquiry by Design or the
English Heritage/Cabe Urban Panel – to show
that such a comprehensive approach had been
practiced for years In Birmingham, the Highway
Initiative in 1988 had kick-started the city’s
renaissance .
Panels offer independent expertise and should
not be confused with community engagement,
although the two can be brought together.
Participatory sessions are often used in design
development, for example in schemes by
John Thompson and Partners, but this is not
the same as a review panel, which should be
detached and should not attempt to second–
guess local aspirations or needs.
Design South East’s experience shows how
value through DR can be achieved. DR review
is already important in the planning process;
monitoring is valuable, but the participating
http://placealliance.org.uk/working-groups/place-quality/

parties instinctively know when it works well.
Para 62 of NPPR exhorts the use of design
review, but it has not resulted in even provision
across the country, nor are the existing panels
used consistently. Some planning authorities
still treat design review as the “naughty step”,
only sending schemes to their panel when all
negotiations have been exhausted.
There is a gap between design review and
some of the key players in the process, eg
those setting highways or parking standards.
Panels also need to be realistic about their
objectives and recognise where review fits into
the democratic planning process – it is futile
to fight quixotic battles, or to attempt to recast
adopted policies.
Developers, local planning authorities or
local groups can commission reviews but
resourcing remains a challenge. The cost of
offering a truly professional service should
not be underestimated. It is easier to secure
commissions in south east, where land values
are higher.
Authority versus informality – it better to lean
towards formality if the Panel’s advice is to have
weight in the planning process.
Local ownership of design review is worth
securing and may result in greater take-up of
the service, but it must remain independent and
expert. Design South East is doing it through
partnerships, embedded in local initiatives.
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ANDREW FORTH
Policy and Public Affairs Manager RIBA
Andrew Forth began by quoting the Ministerial
foreword to NPPF: “Our standards of design
could be so much higher...confidence in
development itself has been eroded by the too
frequent experience of mediocrity”. Design
review was one way of addressing the problem.
The creative role of design review was
illustrated by a case study from Newcastle,
where a brownfield site in the Ouseburn Valley
had been redeveloped for housing. The
scheme had been reviewed at outline and
detailed stages.
The review had challenged and encouraged the
design team, by examining the practicalities of
the scheme and not just the aesthetics. The
built scheme had subsequently won a clutch of
housing and architecture awards.

•
DR can’t do it all - it is only one part of
the process
•
Not enough post-occupancy monitoring
How can design review respond to the pressure
to speed up development?
And how can it address other problems?
• Is it too detached from local populations?
• Do cuts at local authorities threaten its use?
• Is there a danger that design review becomes
something that it isn’t?
Design review works best when people are able
to understand why it is being used. It is not
however a solution to bigger problems and can’t
paper over resource gaps, including planning
and policy making. There also needs to be a
more robust evidence base to show planning
teams and developers how well it can work in
practice.

Success factors in design review:
•
the client sees the prospective benefits
•
the local authority is engaged
•
the community concerns are understood
•
decisions and changes are clearly
communicated
•
flexibility and open-mindedness on the
part of the participants
•
political support for the process
Challenges
•
Poor awareness of the potential of
design review
•
The cost of design review (fees charged,
and preparation time) can be offputting
18
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MARY LAHEEN
Ministerial Advisory Group for Architecture
and the Built Environment in Northern
Ireland
The Ministerial Advisory Group (MAG) was
set up in Northern Ireland in 2007, following
a study of English, Welsh and Scottish
precedents. Each member of the eight-strong
group (currently 6 women, 2 men,) is appointed
for a single, four-year term. A panel of expert
advisers backs up the Group. There are eleven
Councils in Northern Ireland (down from 26)
with new planning powers devolved from the
Department of the Environment.

post-occupancy evaluation.
There is a role for design review in Civic
Stewardship initiatives, bringing communities
together and (sometimes literally) taking down
fences.

Reviews (known as Design and Briefing
Reviews) are not mandatory, but the reports
are a material consideration in the planning
process. The emphasis on briefing reflects a
desire for early involvement, but this depends
on raising the level of awareness. Funding is
wholly from Government and the number of
projects considered is modest; 10 reviews in
2015, 12 the year before. Each review costs
about £1000 but is free to the user. If the
review process were to became a mandatory
part of public procurement, another form of
funding would be needed to cope with the an
anticipated fourfold increase in casework.
One successful experiment involved bringing
together the proposers of three Further
education colleges for a workshop to share
strategies and ideas. Some 50 observers were
also present in the meeting.
In common with other panels, the Group always
asks for feedback and reports on progress, but
rarely receives it The team is keen to do more
http://placealliance.org.uk/working-groups/place-quality/
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NIGEL LONGSTAFF
Group Urban Design Director Barratt
Properties plc
Nigel Longstaff considered the public
perception of Barratt; Brookside-like cul de
sacs, which are no longer being built (although
customers tended to like them). The reality is
that current Barratt schemes are much closer
to generally accepted good practice in urban
design. The company’s ambition is towards
‘great ordinariness’ rather than innovative
or architecture or urbanism. Like all volume
housebuilders, Barratt uses generic house
types, but the company was getting better in
how they respond to character.

local planning authorities disregard the advice
from independent design panels, particularly
where the housebuilder has been looking to be
innovative.

Barratt had long prided itself on build quality
and customer care but acknowledged several
years ago that it needed to achieve better urban
design and placemaking. Building for Life has
had a profound influence. as well as Barratt’s
own Guide to Good Design (2008) and Creating
Communities, which deals with core principles.
Barratt also have their own internal design
quality evaluation tool, Great Places, and the
accompanying awards are highly sought within
the company divisions. Award categories
multi-storey, non standard and standard
developments
Challenges facing Barratt include local
authorities sometimes rigid and antiquated
design standards, ‘postbag’ issues such as bin
storage, cheap ‘tarmac only’ standards for the
adoption of highways, connectivity between
developments.
There is also an occasional frustration when
20
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Q+A

Accreditation of design panels?
Victor Callister: Self regulation is probably
the answer but internal standards need to be
suitably high.
Russell Curtis: Concern re lack of engagement
with communities. Should ward Councillors to
call in DR?
Richard Simmons: Nothing to stop community
groups from commissioning or using design
review. Cabe had experimented by bringing in
community representatives. It proved useful
to tap into local knowledge but participants
needed to be open-minded. Had it been tried
elsewhere?
Mark Pearson (Cornwall): The local Chair of
Planning has been invited to observe and bring
schemes to the Cornwall Panel.
Neil Williamson (landscape architect): Problem
of panels not being public; developers might
feel but they need to be prepared to accept
open discussion. Private sessions are valuable
early on. Agree that we need more evidence to
test influence for DR but credit for successful
outcomes will often rest with a mulitiplicity of
individuals and organisations, of which the
Panel may only be one.
Richard Simmons: Cabe did an experiment
where Phd Psychology students followed up
design review. Architects frequently claimed
that the panel had no influence on the final
design – they were going to change the scheme
anyway!
David Tittle: Confidentiality is a key selling point
for review panels But should try to engage.
http://placealliance.org.uk/working-groups/place-quality/

Developers often try to keep parties separate. It
is possible to find a way of bringing community
engagement and design review together.
Amanda de Ryk– (Chair of Strategic Planning ,
LB Lewisham):
Attends Panel as observer. Rigorous,
sometimes difficult discussions, but a
fascinating and rich process. Most large
schemes in Lewisham are seen by the Panel.
Allocating Credit (and blame) for the outcomes
is difficult. Have nothing against strongly
expressed Panel opinions but it is very
important that they feed into local process.
Perhaps Place Review the answer, especially at
master plan stage.
(Croydon) Local panel useful in validating
officer advice
Neil Smith (Buro Happold): Access much
more than physical (wheelchairs etc) - also
challenges of social inclusion and diversity Also
whole life issues, ageing population.
Helen Walker (University of Brighton): Noted
Joyce Bridges work (with the LDA?) to track
quality of design in relation to local economics.
2009 CABE survey not published.
Barry Sellars (LB Wandsworth): Review more
highways schemes
Ben van Bruggen: Cabe had been required
to be as open as possible; that no longer to
the Design Council or most other bodies..
Cabe published Pulbished summaries eg
retail Losing collective understanding and
experience. How can knowledge be captured/
lessons learned?
21

AFTERNOON SESSION

BEN VAN BRUGGEN
The afternoon session would address the
challenge of offering quality service. Is design
review the right process for public engagement?
Or should it be part of a suite?
Placemaking is part of what local planning
authorities do, cannot be devolved wholly to
their consultants. How can the right balance be
struck between advisers and decision-makers?
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MAX FARRELL
Farrell Review
Max Farrell outlined the concept of Place
Review, which was intended to supplement
rather than replace ‘traditional’ design review.
It was about planning as much as about
architectural design addressing land use,
movement and density. The procedures and
processes were important, not just the output.
Work done by Farrells 15 years ago at Euston
Road/Marylebone Road could be seen as a
prototype of Place Review.
Max reported on some of the follow-up activity
since the publication of the Farrell Review:
•
DCLG Design Quality Panel established,
chaired by Brandon Lewis.
•
Lords Select Committee report published
Building Better Places following up Farrell
•
Design For London (Sue Vincent/Esther
Kurland) Design Primer for Councillors to be
published shortly
•
Finn Williams training initiative Public
Service is gaining monumentum, with both
London Mayoral candidates supporting it.
•
Place Review Panel is in place for Old
Oak Common, to address the challenges
and pressures of Crossrail, HS2 and other
initiatives.
•
Urban Room Network (Place Alliance
initiative)
•

Place Review Panel in Brighton

http://placealliance.org.uk/working-groups/place-quality/
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LUDO CAMPBELL REID
General Manager, Auckland Design Office
Video Auckland
In a specially prepared short film, Ludo
Campbell Reid and his colleagues outlined the
work of the Auckland Urban Design Panel, set
up in 2003. The Panel is playing a key role
in the transformation of the city – helping it to
be “beautifully reshaped”, in the words of City
Mayor Len Brown.
The Panel is supported by the Property Council
of New Zealand in partnership with Auckland
Council and reviews both public and private
sector projects, including public realm schemes.
There are also a range of sub-panels on
themes like housing.
Some forty Panel members are nominated
by their professional institutes, supported by
specialist experts on topics like sustainability
and heritage. The Panel includes architects,
landscape architects, engineers, planners and
developers; the current chair is John Hunt from
the University of Auckland Members are paid an
hourly rate and because of client demand, it is
about to move to a chargeable service.
In establishing the Urban Design Panel the
team looked at overseas precedents including
Cabe and Vancouver but also sought to reflect
local conditions. Initially the was content to
generally guide rather than judge outcomes,
but it now has the confidence and experience
to move to a more summative position. This
has been welcomed by developers, as it has
introduced more certainty to the decisionmaking process.
24
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AMY BURBIDGE
North Northamptonshire Planning Unit

news, and especially for recording where an
impact has been made the outcome.

Amy Burbridge spoke about the challenge
of providing design support for small, underresourced local authorities. The North
Northamptonshire Planning Unit provides a joint
planning service for Kettering, Wellingborough,
Corby and East Northants which together are
in the midst of unprecedented growth – 52,000
new homes and 44,000 jobs over a twenty year
period.
The Unit offers through its partner provider
OPUN a traditional crit-based review, but
perhaps less formal than those undertaken
elsewhere. Sessions are short, reflecting
a funding shortage, but the panel is steadily
building up trust with partner authorities and
attracting developer funding. Some brownfield
land funding has been forthcoming. Briefing the
Panel members in advance is very important
and proved a worthwhile investment.
Full day workshop sessions including ‘walk and
talk’ on specific issues are offered, but costly.
Shorter design surgeries are also held (the
latter on the lines of the Urban Design London
model developed by Esther Kurland) with staff
augmented by one or two panel members
according to the specialism required, eg
landscape architecture.
The Panel also reviews Para 55 (rural
exception) houses and the team is looking at
offering policy workshops that would be have a
wider scope.
Amy’s team keeps a “happy face” file for good
http://placealliance.org.uk/working-groups/place-quality/
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DAVID UBAKA
Chartered Institute Highways and
Transportation CHIT Urban Design Panel
Member
David Ubaka spoke about design review for
streets and spaces. His headline observation
was that review just one tool amongst
several– don’t worry if it doesn’t do everything.
Choose the mechanism appropriate to the
circumstances , don’t overload the expectations
of the design review process (for example with
community consultation) and don’t panic!
Ubaka distinguished between Quality Audits
(November 2011) as advocated through
Manual for Streets, which inform design and
Design Reviews, which guide the outcome.
Each mechanism has its merits, and they are
complementary.
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CAROLE-ANNE DAVIES
CEO, Design Commission for Wales
DCW is wholly government owned and funded.
The Commission’s ambitions for its National
Design Review Service were simple; that Wales
should become a better place, the Commission
should promote good design across the sectors.
The client is the public good.

tested as a community participation tool.
The Commission has recorded its work through
several volumes of Design Review in Wales,
edited by Professor John Punter of Cardiff
University.

The Commission employs four staff and 29
Panel members (unpaid) providing a free
service to its users. It has the status of a nonstatutory consultee. The service is backed
up five design ‘advocates’ and by 33 HATCH
members, a network of younger, up-andcoming professionals intended to provide
succession planning. The service is marketed
online though Pinterest.
Wales has a population 2.9m (5% of the UK
total) with25 local planning authorities. The
Review Service meets three times a month
reviewing four or five schemes at each session.
The Commission aims to be consensual,
avoiding the painful ‘root canal’ experience
sometimes encountered in design review
meetings. Reviews are held privately, but the
Commission reserves the right to go public on
their advice as soon as there is any disclosure,
such as a published image or press statement.
The limitations of the Service are recognised
and like all panels, DCW welcomes early
engagement. As one landscape architect panel
member put it, “we cannot mitigate our way to
good design”.
The online Toolkit Shape My Town has been
http://placealliance.org.uk/working-groups/place-quality/
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HEATHER CHAPPLE
Head of Design Forum, Architecture &
Design Scotland

often including community representatives. A
diversity of approach is encouraged, reflecting
the very different nature of the places.

Architecture & Design Scotland was established
2005 and now has a staff of twenty. A&DS gave
up design review in 2012 and replaced it with
“Design Forum” made up of voluntary network
of 39 members that offers design advice. The
Forum is supported by five staff. The work is
modelled and good practice from Cabe.
Old-style design review had been targeted
at developers and architects, and inevitably
became confrontational from time to time. The
present forum is advisory, with an emphasis
on dialogue, relying on good sense and
persuasion. It is backed up with facilitation
and supporting learning networks The Forum
is independent, ie non-partisan, but relies
on building trust and motivation, rather than
dispensing opinion.
There are fewer projects considered than
under the old design review regime, but it is
achieveing better outcomes.
The team is now getting involved in community
workshops to set basis for briefs and operates a
three stage approach (appraisal, workshop and
approval) Two key questions are asked:
what will success look like?
what skills and expertise do we need to
make a good place?
A+DS also supports local design review panels
in local authorities and is actively encouraging
a devolved approach to design advice. The
local panels have wide ranging memberships,
28
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ROBIN NICHOLSON,
Chair Cambridge Quality Panel.
Robin Nicholson described the Cambridge
Quality Panel (CQP) which looks mainly at
masterplans, not individual buildings.
The Government set up Cambridge Horizons
2004-11.One of its products had been the
Cambridge Quality Charter prepared by
URBED for the City of Cambridge. This was
based on the notion of “five C’s”:
• Community – getting right facilities before
anyone moves in eg well designed, accessible
schools
• Connectivity thinking broadly and long term
• Climate Change including air quality,
overheating
• Character (the most difficult to assess)
The Panel aimed to share lessons learned with
members, officers and the panel itself, with a
particular interest in in long term stewardship
The Panel is also very keen to share its
experience further afield and is gratified that the
eg 5 Cs (as well as Building for Life) are being
taken up by urban designers in Brazil
“Place” should include the whole local
economy. To succeed, any Panel should be
•
small and diverse
•
more of a critical friend than a
gatekeeper
•
able to feed into the political process
•
a contributor to long term research,
investigating whether places are better or not.

http://placealliance.org.uk/working-groups/place-quality/
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DISCUSSION FEEDBACK

by Lucy Natarajan,
Place Alliance Management Team
4.

The new era of design review
Supporters discussed the key characteristics
of the current context and made the following
points:
1.

The gap left by CABE/RDA is still keenly
felt.

The key impact is the lack of funding.
There may be a smaller market in terms of
demand and supply. In addition, it seems that
current operations vary more than before,
except that they may be tending towards longer
format (e.g. with more interaction with the
developer).
New areas of opportunity are opening
up. Given increasing community engagements
with development, especially Neighbourhood
Planning, there is potential for communities
to commission DR. There may be a growing
international interest in DR services.
2.

The greater policy emphasis in the NPPF
is welcomed.

This is seen as a positive move, much
as local authority cuts undermine its intent.
However, is not seen as beneficial to go further
in statutory backing, and self-regulation is
supported.
Any obligation to undergo to DR is not
necessarily beneficial and would certainly
need funding to match. In any case, other
experiences demonstrate how other factors
(such as the weight of DR advice in planning,
relationships with LA) encourage uptake of DR.

Delivery is changing.

As well as CABE, Design organisations
and private consultative practice, collaborations
are emerging with groups of LAs and individual
developers supplying bespoke services.
In England competition and private
funding is growing, elsewhere other cities and
nations enjoy financial support from national
and local government.
Audience-driven processes are
becoming the norm. There is an emphasis on
flexible, consensual and dialogic processes that
engage commissioning bodies. Communicating
the positive outcomes is increasingly important.
Research and development is ongoing
in England and elsewhere, results, reports and
toolkits will be valuable and should be added to
the Open Source Place Resource.

Reflections on experiences in the
new context
There are some positive developments in how
DR is delivered.
•
Local panels have greater status and
there is more local ownership and development
of processes.
•
Collaborations are emerging and
this produces benefits in terms of sharing
knowledge and resources locally.
The language of Place Review helps
articulate what is seen as good practice
(reinforcing earlier progress) where it is now a
commonplace that DR must address land use
movement and density issues.

3.
The national vision of what should be 		
done is vague, but place is key in practice.

However, we face common challenges in
delivering excellent DR in a place-holistic way.

A broader place-oriented approach to
reviews has strong backing.
Evidence provided at the Big Meet
demonstrates the need for DR to better engage
with its intended audiences.

Big Meet discussions already suggested some
potential responses to these.

30

•

How to bring forward the aspiration of the
NPPF by:
http://placealliance.org.uk/working-groups/place-quality/

ensuring a supply of panels that are
sufficiently skilled.
ensuring supply is equally good across
the country.
sharing knowledge and lessons from
local practice more widely.
•

Building on the ambition of holistic placeorientation, for example by:

embedding sustainability considerations
into the thinking
broadening accessible design
approaches e.g. not just physical barriers
There are two questions around ‘positioning the
service’ and what we want others to expect from
DR.
•

There is a lack of clarity around how panels
can relate to the public whose interests they
(ought to) serve, in terms of:

panel diversity and connections to
democratic institutions.
and public accountability (whether Nolan
Principles being applied).
•

There are continuing tensions around the
DR role and particularly:

flexible interaction with commissioning
bodies while retaining a distinct voice that can
a) have weight in planning decisions and b) be
accountable.
independence from developers and local
authorities while needing to do the work of
engaging them in the services.

clear that independent advice must feed into
planning but needs to remain separate from
decision-making. Secondly there is a need to
raise awareness of the distinction between
public participation and participatory elements
of reviews.
There are other ways to limit the room for
misunderstandings. Firstly, in clarifying
that while open processes have benefits,
private discussions can be necessary where
commercial sensitivity is a factors and in
engaging different parties, especially in the
early stages of a review. Secondly in giving
confidence to LA’s in their reading of DR advice,
especially where developers are using it to
innovate.

Implications
In light of these points the Place / Design
Review group will pursue the following, and
welcomes any requests to get involved in doing
so:
An open source ‘position statement’
Writing up the input to the Big Meet as vision of
common ground on the areas where there may
be misunderstandings.
A means to exchange on new Placeoriented DR practice
Develop a strategy for sharing practice/
publications, that can support wider awareness
of innovative work.

There was a good deal of discussion on these
points. It centered on maintaining appropriate
distance from developers while engaging
them, and being a critical friend to LAs while
encouraging them to commission the service.
In particular, as the awareness of DR rises
so the ambitions for its use increase making
it increasingly important to reiterate the limits
to the power of DR. Firstly it should be made
http://placealliance.org.uk/working-groups/place-quality/
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SUMMARY
The Place Quality Working Group will take
forward the thinking and discussion from today’s
session.
Design review is much more diverse than in
the past. It is more innovative, and is finding
imaginative new ways of moulding its offer to
meet local circumstances. On the downside,
there seems no way of capturing collective
experience or sharing knowledge. There
remains a lack of hard evidence about the value
or effectiveness of design review.

Professor Matthew Carmona, Place Alliance Chair

The relationship between design panels and
communities was an important and sensitive
matter. Design review was not necessarily the
right tool for public engagement, but it could
be part of a much wider process. Engaging
developers in the process of design review is
critical.
Diminishing resources within local planning
authorities was a continuing concern. Design
review should not be seen as sticking plaster
to cover the absence of in-house skills (but in
extremis, even that is better than nothing).
Design review should embrace the
comprehensive vision of the Farrell Review
and seize the opportunity to address highways,
public realm and broader planning issues.
Importance of collaborative techniques, moving
away from a less crit-based approach. The
Auckland experience illustrates the distinction
between for formative versus summative design
review, guiding outcomes rather than casting a
verdict.
Mandatory design review seems an unlikely
prospect and in any event could merely lead
to in a box ticking process. Much better to
demonstrate that when review is done well,
it adds value. Monitoring was essential – at
its simplest, a ‘happy face’ file should record
successes.
Design review can and will continue to innovate,
responding to local needs and learning from
others.
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