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the gOveRNmeNt ReceNtly aNNOUNceD a New Office 
fOR place tO help cOUNcils aND cOmmUNities tO 
DeliveR beaUtifUl, gReeN hOmes aND places, UpDateD the 
NatiONal plaNNiNg pOlicy fRamewORk (Nppf) tO pUt 
beaUty at the heaRt Of the plaNNiNg system aND 
pUblisheD the NatiONal mODel DesigN cODe tO pUt 
cOmmUNities iN the DRiviNg seat Of DevelOpmeNt plaNs 
aND cReate lOcal, biNDiNg staNDaRDs. 

But what does this mean in the context of Garden Communities? Building Garden 
Communities, along with our partners, Willmott Dixon, SELEP, Essex Developers 
Group and Kent Housing and Development Group, brought together experts across 
the sectors to discuss ‘how can garden communities build back beautiful?’



liz gibNey
The key positive thing to say about garden 
communities is they have aspiration which 
can take many forms, and the recognition 
that there is a better way to do things. 
Can we create a legacy that is going to be 
recognisable in 50 years’ time?

bRiaN hORtON
We have been giving a lot of thought to 
what good looks like post-COVID-19 and I 
feel it’s allowed us to press the reset button 
and create ‘a new different’. We really must 
be ambitious so that in years to come we 
will look back and say ‘that new community 
there, those new homes, that way of living, 
was a positive legacy from the COVID 
period’. 

philip bOx 
If we had this discussion about what makes 
sustainable garden communities before 
the pandemic, we would have focused 
on the need to build and create local 
economic opportunities to support garden 
communities long-term. Whilst those are 

still important, the change in living patterns 
following the pandemic will have major 
implications for sustainable placemaking, 
not least for the future of the high street. 
There’s an opportunity here to plan for new 
communities with more people working 
from home, emphasizing the importance of 
housing and neighbourhood design quality 
generally, but also the need to make sure 
that the homes and places that people live 
in are healthy and climate resilient. Recent 
polling has consistently shown that people 
have developed an added appreciation 
for green space during the pandemic, and 
it is becoming increasingly important as a 
valuable focal point for communities and 
sustainable placemaking.

alastaiR pOllOck 
It is good to cast back a bit too, if you look 
back to the legacy of garden communities, 
with Ebenezer Howard and developments 
like Bourneville. There were some key 
elements in that model, one thing in 
particular was they had one landowner that 
was putting everything in and I just wonder 

whether we actually can ever achieve that 
now that land is broken up, developed out 
and parcelled up? 

max faRRell 
I think that’s a good point and one of the 
examples that the Secretary of State 
referred to as exemplary was Nansledan, 
the Duchy of Cornwall is the single 
landowner, but taking a long-term view. It 
has enabled good placemaking but how 
can we do that on developments where 
there have to be public and private sector 
partnerships? 

lORNa taveRNeR 
One thing I find is that some planners might 
say you have to have a certain size private 
garden, some might say a communal 
garden, but it has been challenging 
trying to work that out and make sure you 
can actually provide the quality spaces 
people want to live in while still delivering 
the amount of houses required for the 
development. What is the best way to 
move forward? Should it be something 

prescriptive, or something that’s a bit more 
fluid? Can it evolve with the changing 
climate and conditions?

eUaN hall 
I worked on the Glasgow Eastern Area 
renewal project. We moved people to new 
houses on the periphery of Glasgow but the 
big thing that was forgotten was building 
communities. Houses were built but what 
we didn’t do was think about how the green 
space was looked after. The key term for 
me is stewardship, looking after that open 
space, it was through stewardship that you 
brought people together and you started 
creating communities. The design code 
needs to say this is what we need and this is 
how it’s got to be managed. The new design 
code talks about quality of green space but 
I haven’t yet seen reference to stewardship 
in it. 

hOw aRe gaRDeN cOmmUNities beiNg DesigNeD tO DeliveR thRiviNg, vibRaNt, 
sUccessfUl aND sUstaiNable places pOst-cOvID-19? 



maRk cURle
We need to try to avoid garden 
communities being just a one stop shop 
and selling to one developer. What we want 
is the variety of design, but it’s also about 
programming acceleration to deliver the 
volumes needed.

One of the lessons we have learnt is the 
clever use of community buildings, we need 
to consider those carefully so that they can 
be multi-use. It needs to come on stream 
at the right time, we need to ensure there’s 
enough money in the management pot that 
can service it. That has got to be a priority to 
make these communities work.

max faRRell
Do you think a master developer is needed 
to take a long-term view and spend the 
money on the infrastructure early on, which 
house builders taking on plots might not 
necessarily want to do? 

maRk cURle
That can be true but how do we do this 
properly? If we take a garden community 
of 500 units with one developer, they are 
going to build what they can sell. If that is 
one unit a week, 50 units a year, that makes 
it a 10-year project. If we can start to be 
more joined up, we could be delivering these 
garden communities in three to five years. 
If there is someone bringing some of those 
issues together as part of masterplanning 
and master programming we can try 
to ensure things are delivered at the 
appropriate time.

Rachael DONOvaN
In terms of whether the government’s 
plans will have a positive impact, I think in 
theory yes and if design codes are applied 
consistently across the board then there 
should be a positive result. The Colchester 
and Tendring Borders Garden Community 
is part of the National Model Design Code 
pilot programme and will be applying these 
design codes at the pre-masterplanning 

stage, again by using a checklist of design 
principles will enable enable consistency 
of approach and high standards. However, 
we have to look at resources, assigned 
capacity and recruitment issues, have we 
got people with the skills to deliver this? 
Can we attract those people into those 
programmes? Can we retain them?

eUaN hall
I wonder if there’s a need for Homes 
England to push to rebuild the ATLAS team 
it had under the Homes and Communities 
Agency, where its advisory team was 
used for large applications, to help local 
authorities, particularly smaller ones, with a 
lot of these big issues?

jOhN hOwaRD
Garden Communities are enormous 
projects and when it comes to planning 
it can be difficult for local authorities to 
have the resource available. There’s a 
conversation to be had about pooling 
resources, because not every council will 

be doing huge garden communities or big 
master planning projects. Is there a way we 
can pull and share resources across the 
field, so you get good expertise? 

You also have to look at engagement and 
take communities on a journey with you. 
Garden community projects can take 10 
years or more, there is zero chance anyone 
remembers the initial consultation phase. 
The crucial thing goes back to the point 
around stewardship and it’s not the houses 
and units, but all the intangible stuff makes it 
a community and continuous engagement 
is part of that.

max faRRell 
I think that is the key part, enabling some 
of the community to build the brief for 
the masterplan and for how the social 
and community buildings are used, and 
even after they’re built. It’s a good way of 
making sure you’re reaching all the different 
demographics. 

what impact DO the gOveRNmeNt’s plaNs have ON cURReNt  
aND fUtURe gaRDeN cOmmUNities?



liz gibNey
To get the beautiful and to get it right for 
communities is all about making things 
bespoke and understanding the context 
of where things are. Using SMEs and 
people who understand the local market 
is really important because with garden 
communities you run the risk of just being 
a delivery of housing numbers by big 
developers.

philip bOx
Beauty and sustainability are essentially 
two sides of the same coin because if you 

don’t have a beautiful, sustainable place or 
community, then it won’t stand the test of 
time. As highlighted by the Building Better 
Building Beautiful Commission, it’s not 
just about the aesthetics of the individual 
properties, it’s about the flow of the place 
and the feel of it as well. 

There is due to be a NPPF review later 
this year to fully encompass both climate 
adaptation and mitigation across the 
NPPF, which could create general policy 
uncertainty around the implications for 
garden communities, particularly around 
how we’re going to integrate things like net 

zero and climate adaptation. However, from 
an economic and emissions perspective, 
the greatest reductions in both cost 
and emissions occur if you integrate 
sustainability as soon as possible in the 
design stage and for that we need strong, 
clear support for net zero placemaking 
and adaptation through planning policy 
- covering orientation, whole-site design, 
carbon & resilience accounting/metrics, and 
local energy plans. 

eUaN hall
Does beauty need to be expensive? One 
of the big challenges we face with green 

infrastructure and blue infrastructure 
is around design. The developers are 
designing it to sell houses, not necessarily 
thinking about the long-term stewardship 
costs. 

We need to look at putting infrastructure 
first. Beaulieu in Chelmsford, where 
Countryside is the landowner, invested 
upfront in their linear park and it’s really set 
the scene for the whole development and 
as they sell plots, they’ve got this strong 
strategic framework which creates the 
place.

hOw wOUlD yOU DefiNe bUilDiNg beaUtifUl iN the cONtext Of gaRDeN cOmmUNities? aND hOw caN 
this be DeliveReD alONgsiDe the sUstaiNability aND affORDability ageNDas? 



lORNa taveRNeR
The difficulty I always find when you start 
to have consultation, people come with 
a preconceived notion of how something 
should be and if you don’t demonstrate that 
it can be quite difficult. By turning that on 
its head, calling it engagement and asking 
for opinions of how people would like to live, 
what they would like to see, and making 
sure that it can adapt and change, that’s 
how we do it, rather than coming to them 
with a plan saying, here it is, what do you 
think? 

jOhN hOwaRD
At Commonplace we say it’s all digital 
by default, rather than digital only. Some 
people always want to have face to face 
or paperwork but go back to the resources 
question for councils, they can’t send 
out loads of paper letters, then do all the 
analysis. If you push people to go digital 
they’ll prefer that for the most part and 
actually you get a much wider group of 
people respond. When the government 
report came out around planning for the 
future we found 76% of people want to 
participate in planning and 71% want 
ongoing updates and that’s the real trick for 
you to engage people.

alastaiR pOllOck
The digital consultation on Oxford 
Cambridge Arc is quite interesting as it’s all 
to do with looking at a spatial framework 
going forward. What we do need is an 
overarching framework, which goes back to 
regional planning, which we have lost. 

Rachael DONOvaN
I think the use of community panels can 
work well. I I have seen a community 
panel in action and found they can be 
incredibly useful to ensure community 
input into a spatial vision for a garden 
community.  Consultants  shared an early 
draft vision,  broken down into bitesize 
chunks.  Participants were not overwhelmed 
with information and were asked a set 
of questions. I was surprised how willing 
people were to talk in this new way as we 
had to move  online due to the pandemic. In 
addition a channel was set up on Instagram 
useful to engage a younger audience.

what ROle DOes pUblic cONsUltatiON have iN 
achieviNg the ambitiON Of bUilD back beaUtifUl?



maRk cURle
I think some of the challenges and 
opportunities are one and the same. Skills is 
going to be one of our biggest challenges, 
not just because we’ve got an ageing 
workforce, we’ve got large infrastructure 
projects too but we can see this as an 
opportunity as well, with larger training 
programmes to bring apprentices onto 
these schemes.

You also have to consider not just the 
carbon agenda, but how we are going to 
service these new communities with regard 
to power, are we going to look at hydrogen 
and other forms of supply? 

philip bOx
One of the main challenges will be 
generating cross-boundary cooperation 
for larger developments, particularly in 
terms of the infrastructure implications 
linked to sustainability, such as future 
water resilience. Secondly, sustainable 
transport will be a crucial issue. Many 
proposed garden communities have failed 
due to either concerns around traffic or 

its relationship with the beauty agenda.  
In the era of local climate emergency 
declarations, integrating sustainable 
transport solutions will therefore be a major 
challenge, but essential going forward. 

The opportunities I would highlight would 
be the work of the new Office for Place, the 
local design codes and the National Model 
Design Code. These can hopefully feed 
through the breadth of sustainability issues 
covered in the National Model Design Code 
into garden communities and encourage 
a greater consideration of sustainability in 
new development as an essential part of 
delivering beauty.

bRiaN hORtON
Leadership, I think is really critical. We need 
politicians to be brave, and with public 
consultation I think the digitalisation of that 
equals the democratisation as it allows 
more people to take part. 

eUaN hall
I think it’s a really exciting opportunity with 
garden villages to get it right and really 

create that legacy. The biggest challenge 
is linked to the local authority, skills and the 
support from the planning system, where 
councils have the ambitions but these are 
not supported by the current planning 
system.

jOhN hOwaRD
We have an opportunity to design the best 
communities the country’s built since the 
1930s. The risk is around the skills and 
resource - does the local authority have the 
money to do the research, the engagement, 
planning and architecture to build in the 
shared space and shared value. Then there 
is the challenge of transport, it’s very easy 
to design a low traffic community within the 
town, but most of them are not near urban 
hubs so people are going to have cars to 
get to work and that’s something we need 
to solve.

liz gibNey
The challenge is understanding what local 
place is, and knowing that it is not a one 
size fits all, but in the context of knowing 
local people and what they want. Going 

back to the consultation, engagement and 
understanding the context of where we are 
now, post-COVID-19. The opportunity is to 
create a legacy, but also the caveat, don’t 
get too hung up on that because you need 
to make sure that you create real places 
that people want to live.

lORNa taveRNeR
It’s really the journey, making sure that we 
take everyone with us. Otherwise, there 
will be pushback when we do that public 
consultation or engagement.

Rachael DONOvaN
I think the challenges are resources - 
capacity, skills and recruitment, in local 
government, we won’t succeed if we keep 
adding on to people’s jobs. Planners are 
placemakers and need to be upskilled or 
given confidence to challenge poor design. 
We need to see this as an opportunity to 
share learning with other disciplines such as 
highways, public health, education to create 
these new places.

what aRe the maiN OppORtUNities aND challeNges we see mOviNg fORwaRD?



•  Former garden communities have thrived due to stewardship, that needs to be 
brought in to help continue the beautiful aspects of a community beyond the 
buildings themselves.

•  The new proposals by government could work for garden communities but only if the 
local authorities have the resources and skills available to deliver, particularly due to 
the size of the projects.

•  There needs to be clarity in the NPPF policy review soon to enable garden 
communities to plan and consult due to their longer-term approach.

•  The public have to be fully engaged from the masterplanning process through to 
delivery and taken on the journey.

•  Beauty and sustainability need to come hand in hand and it needs to all be 
considered in the early design stages.

• Part of beauty is to create a community not just an environment for people to live.

•  You cannot have a one size fits all approach as every area is different, using different 
developers on one project could help this as well as speed up delivery but then 
strong stewardship needs to be considered.

key hIghlIghts
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