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How Planning Authorities Can
Improve Quality through the
Design Review Process: Lessons
from Edinburgh



822 Summary

As design has become a more prominent aspect of UK
planning policy , the city of Edinburgh Council has
pioneered various initiatives to improve the quality of new
development.

The aim of this paper is to analyze the effectiveness of
initiatives that Edinburgh Council has put into place to
raise the quality of design through the development
management process.
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143 Introduction

* Following years of laissez-faire Conservative
government policy, urban design has steadily risen up
the public agenda in the UK since the 1990s.The
planning etc. (Scotland) Act 2006 places a particular
emphasis on the planning process to deliver high quality
built environments. In response to the design debate,
the CEC has been one of the most proactive in
Scotland in promoting design quality by implementing a
series of wide-ranging measures.
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Design as a Planning Issue

» Goals of design review generally are concerned with enhancing the
quality of people’s lives, preserving the uniqueness of a place,
maintaining vitality, ensuring comfort and safety and making new
development compatible with its surroundings (Scheer, 1993, p.3).
However, the role of design review by some form of public
gatekeeper has been a vexed issue, with a wide range of views
veering between freedom and control(Plater-Zyberk, 1994,p. vii),
and market forces remain a powerful force in determining the
shape of development that actually takes place.
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Role of Design in UK Planning

* In Scotland , two seminal documents were published in 2001 ,
signaling the government’s commitment to good design :
Designing Places discusses the range of stakeholders in the
design process and draws attention to the planning toolkit ,
including the importance of local authority design policies
and supplementary planning guidance in the form of briefs

frameworks , guides and masterplans.
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Strong Civic Leadership

The public sector has an important role to play in control and
management of the quality of the public realm ' streetscape and
civic spaces . Outside of the enlightened client ' local planning
authorities and committees are the only agency that can demand
high quality.

The planning process could play a positive role in securing
successful outcomes - including negotiation about planning
applications and adequate policy guidance .
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Monitoring and Feedback

e To summarize the key principles governing design review - it
has been established that planning plays a critical role in the
process to ensure quality in the public interest - trying to
resolve tension between developers ' designers ' local
communities and other actors. Policies and written
guidelines * whilst important ' are not in themselves
sufficient to insure quality.
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Principles of Successful Design Review

e Design judgement should be place-specific and based on
some set of clear policies or principles .Design review
would be quickly discredited if it were based on
personal subjective preference . However , good policy
advice alone does not ensure good design and a2 major
factor in ensuring success is the skill and expertise of
the reviewer.

* The planning system which considers design issues
should be an inclusive, participatory process, rather than
an exclusive technical process to ensure maximum value
to the public.
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Case Study of CEC: Design
Initiatives

* When assessed against the principles for successful
design review set out earlier , it is clear that Edinburgh
Council recognizes the importance of: strong political
will; explicit policies encouraging quality, in conjunction
with relevant stakeholders.Within this overall context,
the following section analyses progress within the
development application process.
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The Role of Design Officers and the
Design Forum

e The Edinburgh Council experience affirms the importance of
having suitably qualified staff with design skills and
understanding. Having the right processes in place to ensure
support, consistency, communication and links to other
relevant staff encourage quality. Political decisions can lead to
compromise. Good design takes time and requires resources.
The Edinburgh case study confirms that investing in these
does lead to improved quality over time.
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=@ Conclusions
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