 NORTH WEST LEICESTERSHIRE DISTRICT COUNCIL

CABINET – 2 DECEMBER 2008
	Title of report
	URBAN DESIGN INITIATIVE PROPOSALS  

	Key Decision
	a)
Financial 
No

b)
Community
No

	Contacts
	Councillor N Rushton 
01530 412059
nicholas.rushton@nwleicestershire.gov.uk 
Steve Bambrick 
Corporate Director 

01530 454520

steve.bambrick@nwleicestershire.gov.uk 
Stefan Kruczkowski 

Principal Urban Designer 
01530 454768 
stefan.kruczkowski@nwleicestershire.gov.uk 

	Purpose of report
	To secure approval to proceed with proposals for the Council’s Design Initiative, part of the Footprints programme. 
The overall purpose of the initiative is to raise the quality of applications that are submitted to the Council in the first instance by placing an increased emphasis on supporting good design and setting clear expectations of developers. 


	Reason for Decision
	Introduction of a new Council led urban design initiative. 

	Strategic aims
	The proposed initiative meets the following aims of the Council Delivery Plan:

Strong and Safer Communities

Healthy Communities

Prosperous Communities

Sustainable Communities

Organisational Development


	Implications:
	 

	Financial/Staff
	Financial requirements to the met from Housing and Planning Delivery Grant. Allocated budget of £15,000. Initiative to be led by the Council’s Principal Urban Designer.  

	Link to relevant CAT
	Place Shaping  

	Risk Management
	A risk assessment has been undertaken

	Equalities Impact Assessment
	No service EIA. Assessment scheduled for 2009. 

	Human Rights
	None. 

	Transformational Government
	The Place Shaping service is due for assessment during 2009/10. 

	Comments of Head of Paid Service
	

	Comments of Section 151 Officer
	

	Comments of Monitoring Officer
	

	Consultees
	CLT
Teams within the Place Shaping service. 

	Background papers
	CABE (2007) Delivering great places to live – 20 questions you need to answer.

CABE (2007) Housing Audit: assessing the design quality of new housing in the East Midlands, West Midlands and South West. 

Department for Communities and Local Government (2007), Homes for the Future: more affordable, more sustainable. 

NWLDC (2008) ‘North West Leicestershire Design initiative’ Powerpoint presentation  

NWLDC (2008) Annual Monitoring Report (reference: H6 Housing Quality data) 

NWLDC (2008) Urban Design Initiative Risk Assessment. 

NWLDC Saved Local Plan Policies 

Regional Spatial Strategy for the East Midlands (RSS8) 
Note: All of the above background items are held by the Council’s Urban Designer, with the exception of the Annual Monitoring Report (held with the Spatial Planning Team). 

	Recommendations
	A) THAT CABINET NOTES THE INITIATIVE.
B) THAT CABINET APPROVE THE APPOINTMENT OF DESIGN AMBASSADORS AND DELEGATE THE RESPONSIBILITY OF APPOINTMENTS TO THE DIRECTOR OF ENVIRONMENT IN CONSULTATION WITH THE PLACE SHAPING PORTFOLIO HOLDER. 
C) THAT CABINET APPROVES THE INTRODUCTION OF THE ‘SCORES ON THE STREET’ SCHEME (PROVISIONALLY TITLED ‘QUALITY STREETS’) FOR NEW BUILD HOMES AND NEIGHBOURHOODS. APPLICATIONS RECEIVED BY THE COUNCIL FROM 2009/10 QUARTER ONE ONWARDS WILL BE ASSESSED IN ACCORDANCE TO THE SCHEME. 
D) THAT CABINET SHARES THE AMBITIONS OF THE COMMISSION FOR ARCHITECTURE AND THE BUILT ENVIRONMENT (CABE) IN EXPECTING DEVELOPMENTS OF ‘GOOD’ OR ‘VERY GOOD’ STANDARD TO BECOME THE NORM AS OPPOSED TO THE EXCEPTION. 


1.0 BACKGROUND 
1.1
Improving the quality of design within the built environment is one of the Council’s improvement priorities for 2008-2011 (‘Priority 4: Improve the Planning Service)
1.2
Quality design is a fundamental element in the delivery of better places and is therefore at the heart of the new Place Shaping service. The quality of new development also has the potential to positively respond to all of the themes within the Footprints programme. 
 

1.3      Major housing growth is planned for the District in response to Regional Spatial Strategy allocations. Allocations currently stand at 12,200 new homes by 2026. It is essential that all new housing meets minimum design standards to ensure that development offers social, environmental, economic and physical benefits to their localities and residents. 
 

1.4 
The design quality of new residential development is the subject of Government focus following national and regional housing audits undertaken by the Commission for Architecture and the Built Environment (CABE) and the Green Paper ‘Homes for Future: more affordable, more sustainable’.

1.5
In August 2008, the Department for Communities and Local Government announced the introduction of a new performance measure - H6: Housing Quality, into the Planning Annual Monitoring Reports. Authorities must assess housing schemes completed in the reporting year (10 units and above) against the Building for Life standards (refer to figure 3). 
1.6
CABE’s Housing Audits (figure 1 and 2 below) reveal some stark findings with respect to the quality of new residential development. Its findings make a strong case for a proactive, local authority led approach to influence the quality of schemes. There is a unique opportunity to shape the culture of the development process during the current market slowdown. It is important to note that both ‘average’ and ‘poor’ classifications are below the Government’s minimum standard.  

1.7 
CABE’s Housing Audits utilised the Building for Life standard as an objective tool for quality assessments. Building for Life is led by CABE and the Home Builders Federation. It is also supported by the Civic Trust, Design for Homes, English Partnerships and the Housing Corporation. Building for Life assesses schemes against 20 criteria. Schemes that positively meet 14 or more of the 20 criteria are considered ‘good’ or ‘very good’ and therefore consistent with national Planning Policy Statements 1 and 3 and the Council’s saved Local Plan Policies. 

1.8
CABE’s Housing Audits contain three key recommendations for local authorities, upon which these design initiative proposals have sought to respond:

-  Ensuring that design is embedded in the Local Development Framework,

-  Adopting Building for Life,

- Securing in-house urban design support, utilising urban designers to assist in pre-application discussions, the determination of planning applications and raise design skills across the organisation.
1.9 
The Government also expects that housing growth is not delivered at the expense of housing design quality.  The recent Housing Green Paper states,

“We need to build more homes and better homes. In the past, too many developments have suffered from a lack of attention to quality, safety, energy efficiency, environmental impact or infrastructure. Subsequently, people’s lives suffered and the cost of repair and renewal was considerable. We must not repeat these mistakes.”   (2007, p. 57).

It continues,

“Our aim is to eliminate poor development and ensure that good and very good development is no longer the exception but the norm.” (2007, p.61).

1.10
New development has a direct role to play in positively responding to the five themes that underpin the Council’s Footprints programme. 
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Figure 1 (above): East Midlands Housing Audit performance (note: ‘poor’ and ‘average’ are below the minimum standard)
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Figure 2 (above): National Housing Audit performance (note: ‘poor’ and ‘average’ are below the minimum standard).  

1.11

In response to the introduction of H6: Housing Quality performance indicator in Annual Monitoring Reports, the Council completed (in partnership with CABE) Building for Life audits of six recently completed residential schemes within the District. The performance generally mirrors national and regional housing audits and clearly indicates that there is significant scope for improvement which requires a strong commitment to design on the part of the Council.  
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Figure 3: H6: Housing Quality 2008 for NWLDC (sample base: 6 schemes) 
1.12 The long term intention of the Council is to raise the design quality of new build homes and neighbourhoods in order to create sustainable communities where people are proud to live, and are places that offer a high standard of living. 
1.13 It is intended that from the first quarter of 2009/10, all future planning consents for residential schemes should perform positively against Building for Life and in turn, the Council witnesses an increasing proportion of ‘good’ and ‘very good’ rated schemes. Applicants will be expected to utilise Design and Access Statements to provide evidence to support their applications and enable the Council to effectively assess proposals against the Building for Life standard. 
1.14 It is expected that changes in the quality of new build schemes reported against H6 will be witnessed gradually, as: a) any new planning consents will not necessarily result in developers implementing schemes immediately, particularly in light of current market conditions, b) if ‘good’ and ‘very good’ schemes are granted consent from 2009/10 (Quarter One) it may be some years before the scheme is completed and therefore ready to be assessed by the Council. c) The District will witness new developments being completed as developers implement existing planning consents granted by the Council from 2005. The Council currently has 15 ‘live’ consents, totalling 670 dwellings. 
1.15 The Council will utilise the emerging Local Development Framework to provide robust design policies to support its aspirations. 

1.16 The existing market conditions provide a unique opportunity for the Council to reshape its expectations of developers. The Council will work proactively with developers to demonstrate the commercial value of quality design.  
2.         DESIGN INITIATIVE PROPOSALS 
 

2.1 
A key consideration in promoting good design will be how the Council decides to approach housing growth on allocated sites. The responsibility on the Council is not simply to deliver 12,200 units but instead a series of new neighbourhoods that complement the desirability of the District as a place people choose to live.   
2.2   The proposed initiative therefore is conceived as integral to the Green Footprints programme. The proposed design initiative is based upon four themes, through which specific actions will follow:

-
Inspiring

-
Sharing

-
Leading

-
Rewarding

2.3 A key feature of the initiative will be the ‘Quality Streets’ scheme (subject to a successful Trademark application), modelled on the successful ‘Scores on the doors’ scheme that has been introduced into the District. Quality Streets will apply to all new build housing schemes. (Although referred to throughout this report as ‘Quality Streets’, the final name will be selected subject to the satisfactory conclusion of any commercial/legal issues arising from the use of the name and measures to protect the intellectual property rights in the scheme’).  
2.4 Quality Streets will seek to assist consumers in their buying decisions and in turn will be expected to have a direct impact on strengthening brand differentiation within the housing market; resulting in improved design standards over time. 
2.5 The scheme would support the raising of design standards by providing consumers with information relating to the design standards of new build homes and communities.  Information relating to the design initiative and the Quality Streets scheme will be provided via a dedicated web site and in the form of a Council issued certificate that developers would be expected to display clearly within their Sales Office.  
2.6 There would be no statutory provision that would require developers to display the Council issued certificate within their on-site Sales Office. Display of certificates would be on a voluntary basis, although it is expected that marketing activity would lead to consumers increasingly being accustomed to seeing a certificate. The rating of individual schemes would also be available for public inspection on the dedicated web site. It is expected that developers would see a direct incentive to invest in quality design in order to secure 3 or 4 star certificates as a means of supporting sales activity. 
2.7 A dedicated web site will provide information about schemes granted planning approval, the method of rating schemes, together with information relating to other approved schemes within the district which will allow consumers to compare design quality. 

2.8 Future development of the scheme could include expanding the scheme to include other authorities. Participating authorities would be able to use the brand identity, format for the scheme and add their own approved schemes to the web site based database. Extension of the scheme to other authorities would support the ‘leading’ theme of the design initiative and potentially generate an additional source of income for the authority to further support activities associated with the Council’s Design Initiative. 

2.9 The Council is not aware of any other similar schemes operational within the UK. 

2.10 It is intended that Quality Streets scheme will ‘go live’ from the first quarter of 2009/10 following: 
a) Adoption of Building for Life and Manual for Streets as a material consideration in the Council’s determination of planning applications (subject to a future Cabinet report following consultation process). 

b) Appointment of Design Ambassadors. 

c) Publication of informal design guidance material. 

d) Member coaching sessions. 

e) Officer coaching sessions.

f) Developer workshop session. 

g) Briefing to Customer Services Centre. 

h) Dialogue with local media (for example newspaper Property Guides) and estate agents (working with NWLDC Communications Team). 

i) Presentations to Parish Councils and key stakeholder groups. 

j) Introducing Building for Life assessments to support planning decisions (either delegated or through Planning Committee). 

k) Web site development and launch. 

l) Production and distribution of marketing information (including the production of a display that will initially be located within the Council Offices, before moving to other venues within the District, e.g. Ashby de la Zouch library. The display would also be available for use at the Green Footprints Civic Event venue). 
2.11
Schemes benefiting from consent prior to the launch of the scheme will not be assessed retrospectively.   
2.12 
Schemes achieving ‘Good’ or ‘Very Good’ status will be eligible to benefit from periodic Council led training sessions intended to raise understanding of Building for Life and the value of good design within Sales and Marketing teams.  
2.13 Schemes achieving ‘Good’ or ‘Very Good’ status will be able to publicise this status (e.g. for marketing material) subject to conforming with brand identity guidelines.  
3.
OPTIONS
3.1 The alternative option is to retain the existing methods of working. The concern is that without supporting and delivering the proposed initiative the Council will not meet service specific improvement priorities.

4. 
CONCLUSION
4.1 
Given the increased expectation placed on local planning authorities to secure good design, the proposed design initiative is seen as a innovative and ground breaking mechanism for not only improving design awareness amongst housebuilders, but also a scheme which will raise consumer awareness and ultimately therefore influence the choices home buyers make.

APPENDIX 1  - BUILDING FOR LIFE SCHEME 
The Building for Life scheme is centred around 20 criteria. Schemes that score positively against 14 or more criteria are considered to constitute ‘good’ design and therefore consistent with national and saved local policies that expect good design standards. 
The criteria cover four main themes:

Character

1. Does the scheme feel like a place with a distinctive character? 

2. Do buildings exhibit architectural quality? 

3. Are streets defined by a coherent and well structured layout? 

4. Do buildings and layout make it easy to find your way around? 

5. Does the scheme exploit existing buildings, landscape or topography?

Roads, parking and pedestrianisation

6. Does the building layout take priority over the roads and car parking, so that highways do not dominate? 

7. Are the streets pedestrian, cycle and vehicle friendly? 

8. Is car parking well integrated so it supports the street scene? 

9. Does the scheme integrate with existing roads, paths and surrounding development? 

10. Are public spaces and pedestrian routes overlooked and do they feel safe?

Design and construction

11. Is the design specific to the scheme? 

12. Is public space well designed and does it have suitable management arrangements in place? 

13. Do buildings or spaces outperform statutory minima, such as Building Regulations? 

14. Has the scheme made use of advances in construction or technology that enhance its performance, quality and attractiveness? 

15. Do internal spaces and a layout allow for adaptation, conversion or extension?

Environment and community 

16. Does the development have easy access to public transport? 

17. Does the development have any features that reduce its environmental impact? 

18. Is there a tenure mix that reflects the needs of the local community? 

19. Is there a mix of accommodation that reflects the needs and aspirations of the local community? 

20. Does the development provide (or is it close to) community facilities, such as a school, park, play areas, shops, pubs or cafes?

Quality Streets will use Building for Life as the basis for awarding certificates. 

‘Very good’ (16+)


= 
4 star certificate
‘Good’ (14/15)



=
3 star certificate

Average (10-13)


= 
2 star certificate

Poor (Less than 10)


= 
1 star certificate

APPENDIX 2 – PLANNING DECISION FLOW CHART
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