Independent Design Advice: how SWDRP can help
The South West has a proven mechanism for raising design standards.

The South West Design Review Panel (SWDRP) has undertaken over 200 reviews over seven years and many local authorities and scheme promoters use it, and use it again, because they value the help it gives them with schemes.
The design review service was free while it was supported by SWRDA. Now, there is a small charge. These pages explain what design review is, the benefits it offers and how you can use it.
SWDRP

Creating Excellence conceived and set up SWDRP in 2005. The Panel has reviewed schemes from Penzance to Swindon, from Tewkesbury to Weymouth. Schemes have ranged from an urban extension to an individual house, from an energy from waste plant to a city centre piazza, from a supermarket to a university arts centre.
Design Council Cabe grant aids Creating Excellence to provide a design review service in the region. Cabe and SWDRP are affiliated, recognising that the Panel provides a service equivalent to the national panel. 

SWDRP is made up of 32 leading professionals drawn from the private,

public and academic/research sectors and representing a broad cross-section of disciplines. The Chair is Peter Clegg of Feilden Clegg Bradley Studios (recent Stirling Prize and Sustainability Award winners). The Vice Chair is MJ Long OBE of Long & Kentish (designers of the National Maritime Museum, Falmouth) and Cabe Commissioner. For each review a small multidisciplinary team of panel members is brought together tuned to the scheme under consideration.
‘The Panel is there to raise ambition and support commitment to design quality. The result will be schemes that work more efficiently and sustainably. The benefit will be to the economy and to the environment - and so to all of us in the South West.’
Peter Clegg, Chair, SWDRP
Benefits of Design Review
Design Review provides independent, objective, expert advice on the design of proposed developments. The panel is a candid friend, supporting whenever it can, seeking explanations, discussing options, identifying opportunities, and sometimes calling for a rethink. Its guidance is balanced, positive and constructive. 
Design Review can make a scheme work better, be more user-friendly and cut costs.
It can offer fresh solutions to long-standing problems and help mediate between parties. It can lubricate the planning process by anticipating problems ahead of time, suggesting ways to overcome objections, or underpinning a recommendation to approve. 
Design review is a tried and tested method of promoting good design. By deploying top-level professionals in relatively small inputs of their experience and skills, design review is a highly efficient way to realise the full potential of projects and initiatives at crucial points in their development.

‘Design review works because it:
· gives decision makers confidence that they have had the best possible independent advice on design quality

· offers support and encouragement for good design

· identifies weak and inappropriate schemes at an early stage, when radical design changes can be made with relatively little waste of time and effort

· can bring a breadth and depth of experience beyond that of the project team or planning authority

· offers expert views on complex issues such as sustainability

· puts schemes in perspective and sees the bigger picture

· can question the design brief or site assumptions.’
Design review: Principles and practice

CABE, Royal Town Planning Institute, Royal Institute of British Architects, Landscape Institute 
Design review is advocated by government. 
The Chief Planner, Steve Quartermain, wrote to Local Planning Authorities (LPAs) in May 2011:
‘High quality design has a crucial role to play in delivering prosperity and inward-investment, as well as ensuring that your area is an attractive and functional place for people to live… we are very clear that you will need access to good design expertise and support … I encourage you to make the most of the support and expertise of Design Council CABE …’
CABE then wrote to LPAs detailing the design review available at national and regional levels.
The draft National Planning Policy Framework states
‘ local planning authorities should have local design review arrangements in place to provide assessment and support to ensure high standards of design. They should also when appropriate refer major projects for a national design review. ‘
‘.. it is vital that we have a way of ensuring that local authorities can access independent and imaginative design advice needed to make sound planning decisions.’

British Property Federation

Using SWDRP
Any party may suggest that SWDRP reviews a scheme. Cases are often brought to the Panel by local authorities, but increasingly cases come directly from scheme promoters and their design teams. 

The Panel looks at pre-application proposals and at planning applications. Generally, the earlier a scheme comes for review the better when guidance can have the greatest impact and benefit. 
‘We were very impressed with the insightful comments of the panel and the constructive feedback’ 

Swindon Borough Council
SWDRP liases wilth Design Council Cabe about whether cases should go to the national panel (run by Cabe) or the regional panel. Sometimes, there are joint reviews with Cabe and SWDRP working alongside.

SWDRP also liaises with local panels in the South West about whether cases should go to the local panel or the regional panel. Sometimes, a local panel reviews a scheme and then decides that it would also like SWDRP to see it.
‘We all found the panel experience rewarding, I shall not hesitate to ask it to review any of my schemes. We have taken on board the panel's thoughts and come up with [the attached] which has been circulated to all involved and, by and large, welcomed as an improvement.’
 Strategic Land Partnerships
‘Thank you for your thoughtful response to our proposals for the proposed motorway services. We agree with and welcome your observations as to where the project could be improved and we have already begun working on these areas. We were struck by the panel's understanding of the specific local conditions that are critical to the success of this project.’
Glenn Howells Architects
SWDRP charges
The loss of SWRDA funding (2005-11) to the Panel through Creating Excellence
obliges a new charging regime from 2011/12. Fortunately, a grant from Cabe means that the full costs need not be recovered and the following concessionary fees are possible.
Design Review meetings 
Client and design team present the scheme and discuss it with the panel. LPA officers take part. Others e.g. statutory consultees, elected members may also be invited.
For most cases:

£750

Standard panel (three panel members)
For major cases that warrant the fullest scrutiny:


£950

Large panel (five panel members)
For some selected (e.g. returning) cases:

£650

Small panel (two panel members)
Desk-top reviews
Client and design team or LPA submit the scheme but are not present:
£350

Desk-top panel (two panel members)
Desk-top review is a new service for SWDRP. To encourage LPAs and scheme promoters to try it out, the first such review by any one party will be free. This offer will be open only until 31 January 2012.
Community reviews


For a limited time, and in order to build up experience, SWDRP will undertake 

a number of design review meetings in the presence of community at no charge. 

For these, the conventional panel format will be varied to allow invited community representatives to take part as well as the promoters and LPA. The review would be a learning experience for SWDRP (it has run one such session so far) and one from which Cabe and DCLG wish to learn
NOTES

Additional cases brought by the same party to the same Panel meeting or desk-top review session are charged at 50% e.g. an LPA bringing three cases for a standard panel on the same day would pay £1500 for all three.
When a Panel meeting is bespoke i.e. held other than on the monthly dates set, an additional charge may be negotiated. This does not apply to desk-top reviews.

Site visits are not covered by these fees. Where those bringing the case request a site visit then an additional charge may be negotiated.
While SWDRP will make every effort to accommodate requests for review, and to do so at the type of review sought, it reserves the right to decline a scheme altogether, or a particular type of review.
The charge covers:

· Review by the number of Panel members specified for 1.5 hours (Panel meetings), as required (desk-top reviews)

· Written guidance in the form of a letter within two weeks of the review.
Discussion with the Panel Manager about whether and how best to use the Panel for a particular scheme is not charged and carries no obligation.

Charges are usually met by the scheme promoters. In consultative workshops convened by Creating Excellence in 2010 a number of LPA representatives said that pre-application fees, planning performance agreements and possibly the new homes bonus might be ways in which these charges would be offset. For major capital projects and other development initiatives it ought to be possible for budgets to be constructed in order to include for this type of technical support - as a sound investment for accelerating and improving the performance of the project.


.
To put a case to SWDRP, or to discuss how best to use the Panel, please contact:

Timothy Cantell

Panel Manager
07900 916270

or

Deborah Howell

Panel Administrator

01823 250823

or

email

drp@creatingexcellence.org.uk
‘The expert opinion of the SWDRP gave the local planning authority a great deal of confidence to back up their own officers opinion in support of the project. Given the sensitive built and natural environment of the site, and the innovative nature of the proposition, it was always going to be a project that tested the planning officers … the SWDRP assisted hugely in communicating, and supporting, such quality to the officers.’
AZ Urban Studio
‘The project had some quite challenging architectural issues to resolve and the Panel gave us some very helpful guidance on how we might address these.  This gave comfort on the direction to go and must be held as a contributing factor to the unanimous decision at Committee to grant.’
Grosvenor

PAGE  
1

