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d. Abstract

Over the last 20 years, efforts have been made to improve design quality in new suburban
residential developments. Following the global credit crisis of 2008, political emphasis shifted away

from design quality and ore firmly towards increasing the level of house building.

With CABE dissolved in 2010 and funding across central and local government cut, the resources to
challenge poor design are limited. Local authority urban designers and the number of urban design
courses offered by English universities has fallen increasing the risk of a future skills shortage.
Within this climate of austerity, deregulation and political impatience to get ‘Britain building’?, how

might design quality be improved?

The research is an insight into one local authority’s efforts to improve residential design quality
over a ten-year period. Empirical evidence challenges the dominant theory that robust local
regulatory control is the principal means by which local authorities can secure well designed
developments. As part of the research, a new version of Building for Life was created to align with
the National Planning Policy Framework (DCLG, 2012a). The research also provides evidence that
suggests that a different, more proactive approach to design regulation could emerge through the
application of digital, mobile technologies as an integral part of the English planning system and an
improved understanding of the interrelationship between product development and planning

processes.

Key words: Building for Life. Suburban. Residential. Housing. CABE.

Abstract word count: 300.

1 Government and non-government campaigns and initiatives have emphasised the importance of house building as a
driver of economic growth, job security and job creation in an economically volatile climate. See getbritainbuilding.co.uk
—a film emphasises the economic benefits of housebuilding where for every £1 spent on housing, a further £3 is injected
into the wider economy; bbc.co.uk/uk-politics-1581096 ‘Housing: David Cameron vows to ‘get Britain building’ 21
November 2011; £500m Get Britain Building Fund udc.homesandcommunities.co.uk/get-britain-building. Websites
accessed 9 January 2017.
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Abbreviations and definitions

BfL

BfL20

BfL12

CABE

DCLG
DC-Cabe

DETR
DoE
GOEM
HBF

HCA
MHCLG
NPPF
NPPG
NWL

The Building for Life initiative. The initiative is led by the Building for Life partnership,
an un-constituted group currently comprising of Design Council Cabe, Design for
Homes and the Home Builders Federation. The partnership has overseen the two
main versions of tool: the 20-point version (BfL20) and the more recent 12-point
version (BfL12).

Building for Life 20-point version — the national standard for well-designed homes
and neighbourhoods (2001 — 2010).

Successor to BfL20. Building for Life 12, a condensed 12-point version — the industry
standard for well-designed homes and neighbourhoods endorsed by government
(2012 to present at the time of publication).

Commission for Architecture and the Built Environment, the UK government’s
advisor on architecture, design and public space (1999-2011). As a quango, CABE was
a non-departmental public body and successor to the Royal Fine Arts Commission
established in 1924. As part of the 2010 Spending Review, CABE’s funding was
withdrawn and on 21 January 2012 the CABE (Dissolution) Order 2012 was passed
(HM Government (2012) Memorandum to the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs
Select Committee: Post-Legislative Assessment of the Clean Neighbourhoods and
Environment Act 2005, p.14)%.

Department for Communities and Local Government (renamed MHCLG in 2018).

In 2011, a small number of remaining CABE staff were merged into the Design
Council. In contrast to CABE, the Cabe unit with the Design Council is not a
government QUANGO. Its status as ‘government advisor’ has been diminished. The
Design Council seeks to reinforce the distinction between both organisations using
upper case letters for CABE (1999-2011) and lowercase letter for Cabe (2011-to
present).

Department of the Environment, Transport and the Regions.

Department of the Environment.

Government Office for the East Midlands.

Home Builders Federation. The industry body for the house building industry in
England.

Homes and Communities Agency (renamed Homes England in 2018).

Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government (formerly DCLG).
National Planning Policy Framework.

National Planning Practice Guidance.

North West Leicestershire.

2 Gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file236039/8394.pdf. Date accessed 18/2/17.
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NWLDC North West Leicestershire District Council
PPG3 Planning Policy Guidance Note 3: Housing (later replaced by Planning Policy
Statement 3: Housing; PPS3).
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PART ONE: THESIS CONTEXT AND OVERVIEW

1. Introduction

This thesis contributes to the field of urban planning and design by offering new empirical evidence
relating to the use of a design quality indicator called ‘Building for Life’ (BfL12 and BfL20). The
subsequent analysis of this empirical data using a theoretical model forms the platform upon which
new knowledge regarding the effectiveness of the tool in real life practice is created and presented.
By proposing a new planning and design model that embraces the potential of new technology,
replacing the current model of development management by changing the way (how and when)
developers, local authorities, local communities and other stakeholders engage with and are
enabled to exert influence over the nature of new development; the research offers a contribution

to knowledge.

Primarily this research was grounded in practice, as opposed to one grounded within a purely
theoretical framework. BfL was created in 2001 and evolved into a design quality indicator that has
been more widely used by house builders and local planning authorities to consider and identify
the qualities (or deficiencies) of new residential led development, particularly in suburban locations

on larger scale development (ten or more homes) built by volume house builders.

During its existence, there have been two distinct versions of this design quality indicator: a 20-
point version between 2001 and 2012 (BfL20, CABE, 2008) and a shorter 12-point version in use
since 2012 (BfL12, Birkbeck and Kruczkowski, 2014). Both versions of the tool have become widely
used as development control or regulatory mechanisms by which well-designed schemes can be
more readily identified and poorly designed schemes diagnosed and challenged. In contrast to the
20-point version, the 12-point version has been principally positioned as a design tool as opposed

to an assessment tool.

This research aim was to develop an improved understanding of Building for Life in town planning
and development practice; identifying barriers to the application of the principles embedded within
it and to offer recommendations. This was primarily achieved by exploring the effectiveness of this
tool through a 10-year investigation with the research working within the planning system at a local

planning authority: North West Leicestershire District Council (NWLDC) where the author was
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employed as a principal officer. This thesis is therefore a record and critical analysis of what was in

effect an opportunistic study, primarily combining action research with observational methods.

Investigation of the tool is important on the basis that Building for Life has enjoyed considerable
longevity within the planning system and is the only consistent form or methodology of structured
dialogue (or definition of design) that exists and is widely used by developers and local planning
authorities. Despite wider political and economic factors contributing towards an ‘ebb and flow’ in
its usage, its existence and constant usage since 2001 is notable. Despite this, there has been a
remarkable lack of research into the tool: its usage and effectiveness. We understand little about
how it works, where it works and why is works (or does not). As the government begins to shift is
focus back towards design quality as an important aspect of the state’s planning function following
a sustained period of economic recovery and austerity; and has chosen to endorse BfL12 as a design
tool (and a mechanism by which developments can demonstrate compliance with national design
policies contained within the NPPF), the need for research to better understand the tool is ever
pressing especially when considered within a wider context of the efforts to utilise digital
technologies within the planning system, improve design quality and engage communities in

shaping the built environment around them.

In 2007, the author was appointed to a newly created post of ‘Principal Urban Designer’ at NWLDC.
At the time, the national design agenda was at the peak of its influence (Carmona et al. 2017). CABE
was well established and financed by government. CABE influenced government policy with access
to ministers and government departments in Whitehall whilst also being very influential in local
authority thinking and practice. The author was subsequently offered the opportunity to undertake
research from within as opposed to from outside a local government organisation as both an
observer and a participant. This method of research enabled a deep understanding of the tool to

be developed; testing and monitoring its impact.

The research was primarily based with a single local planning authority (the case study): one out of
326 authorities across England. As such, the benefits of the deep and rich practitioner insight create
potential limitations for the wider applicability of the research however this has been countered by
the testing and validating of research findings and recommendations beyond NWLDC. This process

demonstrated that the insights afforded by the case study were neither isolated nor unique. Instead
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they were representative of planning practice within local authorities where their administrative

areas were more suburban and rural in character.

Figure 1: A typical suburban street scene. Despite a wealth of design guidance that has emphasised the importance of
basic street to building relationships and the importance of the street environment, many new developments are
poorly designed. Hilton, Derbyshire. 2017.

Research findings have exposed deeper structural issues that are intertwined within and across the
house building industry and the planning system. It is these deeper structural issues that primarily
give rise to below standard® developments and in turn create a strong undercurrent that makes it
exceptionally difficult for the strongest* (and most tenacious) local planning authorities to secure
BfL compliant® developments where developers place no commercial or social value on the

principles it seeks to promote. These are discussed further in Part 3.

Based on the research findings this thesis proposes an alternative approach to improving suburban
residential design quality. The alternative approach is a more proactive approach to design

regulation that relates better to the product development process. The product development

3 Throughout this thesis the term ‘below standard’ will be used. The definition of this being those developments that
meet neither the requirements of BfL20 or BfL12.

4 Local authorities with access to design skills, local design policies in place, high level support for design at Executive level
(officer and political) and a track record demonstrating effectiveness in design regulation.

5 ‘BfL compliant’ means schemes that meet the performance requirements of BfL20 or BfL12. In the case of BfL20 this
equates to a minimum score of 14/20; whereas BfL12 requires compliant schemes to perform positively, this being
defined as schemes with no ‘red’ indicators and where any ‘ambers’ are justified.
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process is based on Pugh’s Total Design Activity Model (1999) and the research represents the first
known research to better understand and critique design suburban residential design quality
through the application of the Total Design Activity Model; exploring the relationship between this

model and the English planning system (its policies and operational processes).

This alternative approach challenges established academic thought (CABE 2007a, Carmona 2001,
Carmona et al. 2017) that advocates a regulatory approach to improving design quality: the use and
application of local and national policy (such as Design Codes) and the appointment of local
authority design officers. As such, the research reinforces the limitations of policy and the extent
of influence that can be exerted by urban designers within the planning process (McGlynn and
Murrain, 1994). The research also illustrates how design quality might be improved within local
authority administrative areas where planning officers have little or no access to dedicated design

expertise.

The hypothesis of the research was based upon the theory of this established academic thought:
that design quality is secured via robust local regulatory control mechanisms. However, the
empirical findings and the subsequent analysis of these based upon an adapted theoretical model

has led the research in a different and unexpected direction.

The application of an adapted theoretical model (the Total Design Model for BfL12; refer to Part
Three) has also enabled a new insight into how emerging digital technologies might be employed
to not only improve design quality but also the efficiency and effectiveness of the local planning
system; thereby supporting the government’s ambitions for the planning system to become more

“creative” and “collaborative” (DCLG, 20123, p.i).

In the past year, the government’s ambitions for the planning system have broadened and it is
increasingly keen to explore how a more responsive, streamlined and digitally based planning

system might be created whilst also improving design quality.

At the time of thesis submission, the government had just closed an ‘open call’ seeking ideas and

proposals for how this might be achieved with £11m allocated across three funding steams: Joint

Working Fund, a Design Quality Fund and an Innovation Fund (DCLG, 20174, p.4). This research is
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therefore timely in that is considers whether digital systems should replace (or ‘overlay’) current

processes or whether existing processes should be challenged and changed.

1.1 Research Overview

“No great town can long exist without great suburbs.”

Frederick Law Olmsted, 1868.

England’s affection for suburban living dates to the Industrial Revolution when inspired
philanthropists, from the well-known George Cadbury, to the lesser known Bolsover Mining
Company created their own model villages. A model village by Jesse Boot (Boots the Chemists) was
proposed but was never built. These model villages offered an alternative to England’s dirty and

smoke filled industrial towns and cities.

Suburbia —its’ evolution, growth and deficiencies have been subject to extensive research with the
vast numbers of homes built within the suburban model evidence of the public’s appetite for or
willingness to accept a particular lifestyle (Barker, 2009; Booth et al, 2013; Brand, 2009; Darley,
2007; Duany et al. 2001; Dunham-Jones and Williamson, 2011; Edwards and Pigram, 1986;
Gallagher, 2014; Girling, 2005; Greed, 1996; Hall, 1996 and 2014; Hardy, 2006; Herzog, 2014;
Hubbard and Shippobottom, 2007; Jackson, 2006; Owens, 1999; Montgomery, 2013; Nicolaides and
Wiese, 2016; NPCT, 2007; Stern et al, 2013; TCPA, 2013; Wedd, 2012; Wellings, 2006).

Garden Cities and Suburbs of the early 20" century established England as a global leader in
suburban design (Crookston, 2014; Miller, 2010; Rutherford 2014; TCPA 2013 and 2014). Genteel
homes were set into the landscape arranged around thoughtful streets and spaces; walkable and
well located to employment, commerce and public transport. As the government seeks to revive
these Garden ideals in a series of 14 showcase developments, a very different type of suburbia has
been growing — an arguably much less palatable form of suburban growth far from picturesque

idylls of yesteryear.
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Figure 2: Bournville Green: a model suburb. Birmingham. 2017.

Seemingly immune to the influence of CABE in the early 2000s, these developments have continued
to flourish since CABE’s demise in 2011. Placeless, disconnected, road and car dominated,
indifferent to the public realm, such developments are securing planning consent across the
country. These developments are not an exclusive phenomenon of a post austerity world, with
many of these developments designed and built in the housing market ‘boom’ years of the early

2000s.

Despite considerable investment in CABE over a twelve-year period, sixteen years of the BfL
initiative, the introduction of Design and Access Statements and the publication of countless
guidance documents (see Chapter 2.3) many new build , volume produced suburban residential
developments share the same characteristics. Neither suburban nor urban in character and neither
traditional nor contemporary in style; stripped of any meaningful landscape or architectural interest
to minimise development costs, these developments are commonplace across the country.
Typically, mono-functional, any non-residential uses are typically located alongside the primary
vehicular access(es) into a development - eroding any opportunity to reflect the scales of density in

built form and intensity of public life in the structure of new or expanded settlements.
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Figure 3: Indifferent to the streets and the wider public realm. Smalley, Derbyshire (William Davis Homes). 2017.

1.1.1 Research focus

This research focuses on new build suburban residential developments that are typical of greenfield
developments. Most of these types of developments are located along the open edges of existing
settlements on previously undeveloped agricultural land. Due to resource limitations, the research
has focused on the ‘three cities’ sub region within the East Midlands region of England. The three
cities sub region comprises of the cities and county shires of Derbyshire, Leicestershire and

Nottinghamshire.

The types of developments that are the focus of the research are those primarily built by large
national house builders. Typically located in car dependent (or heavily car dependent) locations
these developments are predominantly characterised by two storey built form: primarily detached
single family buildings, with some use of terraced and single storey buildings. With layouts heavily
influenced by highways designs standards that “more often than not.. have adhered to
standardised layouts, with the road as the dominant feature” (DETR, 1998, p.19), developments are

often defined by a disorientating network of curvilinear street patterns.

It was design of these types of developments that the BfL initiative set out to improve when it was

first established in 2001 and this remains the initiative’s principal focus: suburban residential
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development. Therefore, the research does not explore higher density residential developments in
more urban and brownfield locations. This higher density form of development operates within a
different political, economic, social and environmental context and is typically not favoured by the
volume house builders that dominate new suburban residential development. Instead, these
development forms are delivered by more specialist builders such as Berkeley or distinct business

units within volume house building companies, such as Barratt London.

Figure 4: Anywhere. Giltbrook, Nottinghamshire (Persimmon Homes). 2016.

1.1.2 Research gap

Despite the longevity of BfL20/12 as a tool that has been widely recognised within both the
English planning system and the country’s house building industry, there has been remarkably
little research that has explored the use of the tool and effectiveness in town planning and

development practice.

Existing research is concentrated on the extent to which completed developments meet its
requirements, i.e. they are audit based pieces of research (CABE: 2004, 2005b, 2007a, 2010;
HCA 2009 and 2010). Exceptions to this is research by RICS (2016) that explored design quality
and value, a study into the political dynamics of design regulation (Choy, 2013) and a further

detailed case study of a BfL20 compliant development in Melbourne, Derbyshire where the
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relationship between the developer and the tool was explored (Knight, 2013). A study by
Sanders (2014) explored the relationship between BfL12 and profitability. Further discussion

can be found in Chapter 2.6.

No published research is known to exist that explores and critically analyses the effectiveness
of BfL20/12 in town planning® and development practice. As such, there is no body of
knowledge that enables policy makers and practitioners to more fully understand BfL20/12 in
practice particularly its limitations, barriers to its use and its potential future role in a creative,
collaborative, more responsive, streamlined and digitally based planning system (DCLG, 2012a
and 2017a). Therefore, this body of evidence represents a contribution to knowledge whilst

also uncovering areas for further research.

1.2 Personal motivations

CABE’s housing audits (2004, 2005b and 2007a) began to shed light on the design quality of
England’s growing suburbs. The audits reflected a broader design quality agenda led by
government to improve the built environment following the publication of the Urban Task

Force Report (1999).

In 2007, the author was appointed as South Derbyshire and North West Leicestershire District
Council’s first urban designer. The role was created following the publication of CABE’s Housing
Audit for the East Midlands (2007a) that identified widespread design quality issues in new
build housing developments. With both Districts under pressure from the Regional Spatial
Strategy (GOEM, 2009) to release land for new residential development and improve design

quality, the two Councils jointly funded a new design officer post.

During the early years of the role the author became increasingly interested in the dynamic
between house builders, the planning system and BfL20. Many of the design deficiencies
identified by CABE (2007a) were not only commonplace with South Derbyshire and North West

Leicestershire but across the three cities region (see Chapter 5). The author’s freelance work

& More commonly referred to as ‘development control’ or ‘development management’ practice within local planning
authorities.
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for CABE involved him travelling across England and seeing these same deficiencies across a

broader geographical area.

Figure 5: PPG3/PPS3 era housing. The research began during the peak of the last housing 'boom' and at a time where

government policy promoted land intensification. Known as 'PPG3' schemes by local planning authorities, many were

poorly designed and have not aged well. Redrow’s ‘Debut’ range. Such schemes forced house builders away from their
established products and increased land owner expectations of land value. 2017. Deeside.

Alongside CABE, the HBF was (and remains) part of the BfL partnership. The HBF was supportive
of the initiative promoting BfL20 “as a sensible and flexible framework of principles to guide the
development of best practice across the wide range of housing market requirements that
exist”’. However, the HBF countered CABE’s criticisms of housing quality (2004, 2005b and
2007a) by evidencing high levels of customer satisfaction as part of their star rating scheme. In
2006, the HBF published the results of what were to become an annual survey of customer
satisfaction in relation to their new home. Created in response to the Barker Review (2004) the
2006 survey results showed that 76% of purchasers were satisfied with the quality of their new
home, and 75% would recommend their builder to a friend®. By 2016, satisfaction rates had

increased further with 86% of purchasers satisfied with the quality of their new home, and 85%

7 www.hbf.co.uk/media-centre/news/view/hbf-response-to-cabes-audit-of-new-housing-in-the-north/. Date accessed
19 November 2017.

8 www.hbf.co.uk/fileadmin/documents/research/13414_Satisfaction_aw2forweb.pdf. Date accessed 18 November
2017.
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willing to recommend their builder to a friend®. Whilst questions are focused on the home? as
opposed to the quality of the street environment and a wider development, the annual surveys

have often been used by the industry to deflect criticisms relating to the design quality of new

homes!!.

Figure 6: The HBF 5* house builder scheme is widely used by the industry. 5* ratings are reliant on high
customer satisfaction levels. Coalville. 2017.

It is therefore curious why the basic design deficiencies that both BfL20 and BfL12 seek to ‘design
out’ of new developments are so widespread, particularly since an extensive amount of design

guidance has been published (see Chapter 2.3) and the industry body’s support for the initiative.

9 www.hbf.co.uk/fileadmin/documents/Customer_Satisfaction/2016/CSS_2016.pdf. Date accessed 19 November 2017.
10 Questions relate to: service during the buying process, whether their home was completed on time, condition of the
home on completion, post completion service and ‘snagging’.

11 A possible question that could be introduced might include, “How satisfied are you with the visual appearance of your
street, thinking about the amount and location of car parking, lighting and landscaping?”.
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1.3 Navigating the thesis

The thesis is organised into three parts:

Part 1 provides the context for the research and an overview of the area of study:
Chapter 2 critically explores published literature and identifies the gaps in knowledge relating to

the application and effectiveness of BfL.

Chapter 3 presents the research aims and objectives, the research methodology and the limitations

of the research.

Chapter 4 explores the evolution of the BfL initiative and offers the reader a greater understanding

of the tool, its use in practice and the changes made to the tool in 2012.

Part 2 presents and analyses the evidence:

Chapter 5 presents the findings of the Three Counties Audit: a review of suburban housing quality

across Derbyshire, Leicestershire and Nottinghamshire.

Chapter 6 explores CABE’s Accredited BfL Assessor Network and a review of the network conducted

by the author.

Chapter 7 introduces the case study (NWLDC) and investigates developments that did not use

Building for Life in either their creation or during the local authority’s decision-making process.

Chapter 8 presents evidence and considers the effectiveness of BfL in practice. It provides a detailed
insight into the effectiveness of the BfL in practice over a ten-year period across a series of major

developments, smaller infill schemes and rural exception sites.

Part 3 offers an evaluation and recommendations:

Chapter 9 presents a critique of the planning and development systems; the application of the BfL

methodology from a Total Design perspective.

39



Exploring the effectiveness of Building for Life in raising residential suburban design quality
Stefan L. Kruczkowski, PhD thesis (May 2018)

Chapter 10 introduces the reader to a new Total Design Model BfL12 as a means by which to
improve the effectiveness of the planning system whilst also offering local communities and
stakeholders the opportunity to have a more creative and collaborative role in shaping the places
where they live. This leads the reader onto Part Four and the final chapter (11) that draws together
the research within a concise conclusion and recommendations for both policy makers and others

seeking to undertake further research within the area of focus.

1.4 Political context

The Labour administrations of the late 1990s and first decade of the 21 century had a strong
appetite for design quality (Carmona et al., 2017). Design was championed at a high political level
within government, with former Deputy Prime Minister, John Prescott? actively involved. Growing
public interest in residential design was evident through the airing of television programmes such

as ‘Grand Designs’ (Kevin McCloud) and ‘Streets Ahead’ (Sarah Beeny).

Whilst no longer produced or aired, Streets Ahead (circa 2004) explored the potential to increase
property values by residents working together to improve the aesthetic appearance of their street.
Typically, improvements were concentrated on improvements to hard and soft landscaping,

reinstating original boundary treatments and the upgrading of tired building facades.

Planning policy and associated government guidance in the early 2000s (DETR, 2000; DETR/CABE,
2000; DTLGR/CABE, 2001; ODPM, 2005 and 2005a) was evidence of the emphasis placed on design
quality by government. The government’s strongest commitment to improving design quality was
most evident through the establishment and financial support of CABE. Largely government funded,
the organisation comprised of 122 staff based in Holborn, London with a £3m income in 2009/10.
Funding partly came from a range of government departments: Communities and Local
Government, Culture, Media and Sport, Health, Home Office, HCA, National Audit Office, NHS
(CABE, 2005¢, p.31) representative of the government’s recognition of the value of design on the

cultural, physical and social wellbeing of the nation. Further funding came from consultancy

12 The Minister’s in