
Achieving well-designed places 
through neighbourhood 
planning
Introduction to the Toolkit

Ben Castell
Director, AECOM



Background: design in neighbourhood 

planning



“Good design is a key aspect of 
sustainable development, creates better 
places in which to live and work and 
helps make development acceptable to 
communities”

National Planning Policy Framework



“Design policies should be developed 
with local communities so they reflect 
local aspirations, and are grounded in 
an understanding and evaluation of 
each area’s defining characteristics” 

National Planning Policy Framework



“Neighbourhood plans can play an 
important role in identifying the special 
qualities of each area and explaining 
how this should be reflected in 
development”

National Planning Policy Framework



MHCLG/Locality technical support

 Halfway through a 4-year, £22.5M MHCLG support programme

 Includes £8.8M grants up to £17,000 



MHCLG/Locality technical support

 Over 200 groups supported in design and masterplanning so far

 Historic places like Berwick, Stamford, Windsor, Jewellery Quarter, Stroud, Falmouth…



MHCLG/Locality technical support

 Over 200 groups supported in design and masterplanning so far

 Scores of villages and small towns



Design toolkit

 www.neighbourhoodplanning.org/toolkits-

and-guidance/

 Produced with input from 15 

neighbourhood planners + MHCLG Design 

Team

http://www.neighbourhoodplanning.org/toolkits-and-guidance/


7 principles of good design 



1. Function well and add to the overall quality of the area 

 Easily accessible, especially on foot and 

by cycle, and with well designed parking

 Easy to manage and maintain in the long 

term

 Encourage healthy lifestyles

 Convenient for deliveries and service 

vehicles, including bin storage



2. Be visually attractive

 Fit in with surrounding buildings, streets 

and landscape of quality 

 Influenced by local style of building, 

material or detailing

 Have a pleasing pattern, repetition or 

symmetry (e.g. rooflines, windows, 

building heights)



3. Be sympathetic to local character and history

 Have a distinct and special feel, influenced 

by the best elements of the area

 Celebrate or enhance views of local 

landmarks

 Does not necessarily mean recreating a 

replica of existing buildings

 Respond to local physical and social 

factors



4. Establish and maintain a strong sense of place

 Well integrated public spaces – streets, 

parks, village greens, squares  

 Contribute positively to the area’s identity

 Appealing planting, paving and street 

furniture



5. Ensure an appropriate amount and mix of development

 A range of uses, businesses or activities in 

the same space over a day, week or 

season

 Different uses that support one another, 

managing potential conflicts



6. Be safe, inclusive and accessible, and promote health and well-being

 Well connected through good physical, 

social and digital infrastructure

 Easily and safely accessed by all users, 

whatever their mobility or mode of 

transport

 Encourage healthy lifestyles and higher 

quality of life

 Priority for pedestrians, then cyclists and 

public transport users, and motor vehicles 

last of all.



7. Be adaptable and resilient

 Be able to accommodate changes of use 

over time as economic, demographic and 

social trends and lifestyles continue to 

change

 Design that considers the potential 

impacts of climate change, e.g. 

temperature extremes or increased risk of 

flash floods

 Robust materials and detailing that will 

stand the test of time and are easy to 

manage and maintain. 



Key message: design in context

 Good design means different things in 

different contexts

 Understand what makes a place special

 Context is character, assets and 

constraints



Link to 10 characteristics in National Design Guide

1. Context

2. Identity

3. Built form

4. Movement

5. Nature

6. Public spaces

7. Uses

8. Homes and buildings

9. Uses

10. Lifespan



The tools



Defining the special qualities of an area



Ask a simple question

 Get out and speak to people where they 

are

 “What do you like about this place?”

 “What would you change?”



Ask a simple question

 Get out and speak to people where they 

are

 “What do you like about this place?”

 “What would you change?”

 Circulate a questionnaire or on-line survey



Community walkabouts

 In groups, answer the simple questions 

and record on a map

 Use an app, like Placecheck 

(www.placecheck.info)

http://www.placecheck.info/


Workshops

 Like all tools, can be simple or complex

 Allow in-depth discussion from a smaller 

group of people than the tools above

 www.placestandard.scot provides a good 

framework

http://www.placestandard.scot/


Technical reports

 A Character Assessment is an in-depth description of a place – landscape and/or built environment

 Evidence base for design policies

 DIY or by expert consultants



Defining how new development should 

be designed



Design charrettes and co-design workshops

 Hands-on, interactive and intensive

 Participants review context and generate 

design options

 DIY or by expert consultants

 Benefit from skilled facilitator

 Products include Planning for Real and 

Prince’s Foundation’s BIMBY



Exhibitions

 Make them convenient and well-publicised

 Collect feedback



Engage with applicants

 Good planning is a collaborative, not 

combative, process

 Meet applicants early on and as designs 

emerge

 Demand meaningful engagement



Design guides

 Usually cover the whole area

 Append to the Plan to provide depth and 

illustration



Masterplans

 Like a design guide for a specific site

 Can illustrate community expectations for 

layouts, access, open space, community 

facilities

 Illustrations to bring policies to life



Design codes

 Provide detailed parameters for 

development of a site

 Could specify distances between 

buildings, lengths of gardens, heights, 

materials, car parking

 Usually need to build on a masterplan



Reviewing proposals: Building for Life 12

 12 questions

 Elaborate or illustrate what they mean 

locally 

 Can be stipulated in policy



Reviewing proposals: Building for Life 12

 Built for Life quality mark

 http://www.builtforlifehomes.org/

http://www.builtforlifehomes.org/


Writing design policies



Types of design policy

 Generic, neighbourhood area-wide

 Character area specific

 Site specific



Generic, neighbourhood area-wide (Poole Quays)

New development should deliver sustainable high quality urban design. To be supported development 

proposals must:

1. Respond positively to the area’s character, scale, grain and identity, creating or reinforcing local 

distinctiveness…;

2. Conserve or enhance the Plan area’s important built and archaeological heritage assets and their settings;

3. Respond to the key existing development aspects of the Plan area’s layout, landscape, density, mix, height, 

massing, details and materials;

7. Analyse and protect/enhance strategic views defined as (1) St James Church Tower from Dee Way (2) 

Brownsea Island from Poole Quay (3) Poole Quay from Poole Harbour; 

15. Demonstrate how they aim to achieve Building For Life 12 (or successor) standards where they include a 

significant residential component; and

16. Incorporate flood risk management measures.



Character area specific (Ascot, Sunninghill & Sunningdale)

 Development proposals in Townscape Assessment zones Leafy Residential Suburbs and Villas in a 

Woodland Setting should retain and enhance the sylvan, leafy nature of the area, which, where 

possible and appropriate, should include the planting of trees and/or shrubs along the street and 

neighbouring sites’ boundaries.



Site specific (Broadstone)

 Development proposals in the Central Shopping Area shown in Figure 3.6 will be expected to 

adhere to the following principles: 

(i) Respect the scale, height, mass and grain of surrounding development, and harmonise 

with the architecture of the existing building where alterations or extensions are proposed 

(ii) Create distinctive, legible, well-designed frontages and features to ensure vitality to the 

shopping area is retained 

(iii) Where appropriate, does not prevent future comprehensive development of adjoining 

sites 

(iv) Does not exceed 4 storeys in height, except where it can be demonstrated that the proposal 

would contribute positively to the character of the village centre 

(v) Unless it is demonstrated that they are not feasible, improvements to the public realm should 

form part of the overall design scheme.



Site specific (Altrincham)

 Proposals that improve an historic town centre ginnel will be encouraged and supported. Any 

proposals that would result in the loss of an historic town centre ginnel will be resisted.



Securing good design after the plan is 

made



After the plan is made

 Design review

 Building for Life 12 to assess schemes

 Keep using the tools!
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Addendum: Lessons from Dartmouth 

Park









A mixed area

 8,889 residents in 3,780 households

 20% over 60 years old (15% in Camden), 18% under 15 (Camden is 16%)

 44% of homes are owner-occupied (Camden: 33%)

 38% of homes (1442) are social rented (Camden: 33%)

 16% of homes are privately rented (Camden: 32%)

 50% of households have no car



Eight years to make a plan

1. Testing the water (2012)

2. Establishing the Forum and engaging with the community (2013 – 14)

3. Developing policies and drafting the plan (2014 – 15)

4. Finalising the first draft of the plan (2015 – 16)

5. Preparing and consulting on Regulation 14 draft of the plan(2017 – 18)

6. Preparing the submission draft (2018 – 19)

7. Referendum and adoption (2020)



Heritage vs the housing crisis?



Heritage vs the climate emergency?



Striking a balance, bringing neighbours together
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