NATIONAL MODEL DESIGN CODE PILOT CASE STUDY

Dacorum Borough Council.:
Hemel Hempstead Town Centre Pilot

Paradise Design Code

This case study was prepared as part of the six month testing programme for the draft National Model Design Code (NMDC), run by DLUHC (then, MHCLG) from April to September 2021. Not all participants
prepared design codes and all the pilot projects were at different stages when the pilot started. This case study is not a recommendation of best practice but seeks to highlight the work the local authority
did as part of the pilot programme and the local authority's reflections on the programme and the design coding process.
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Introduction

This pilot case study sought to explore the National Model Design Code (NMDC), focusing on the design code process for a site in fragmented ownership to the east of the
existing New Town centre. Key themes included the approach to developing a vision from community engagement input; a digital engagement approach, supplemented with
internal officer and member workshops and in-person engagement events; and using design code parameters to support the transition of a town centre site from low density
industrial to a high density urban mixed use neighbourhood whilst working collaboratively with landowners to bring forward a comprehensive development.

Local Authority background information

Dacorum is situated in South West Hertfordshire. It includes the towns of Hemel Hempstead, Berkhamstead and Tring, and a number of villages. Through the production of
the draft local plan, suitable allocations for development were identified to meet housing, infrastructure and other needs to 2038. To bring these sites forward, design codes
and masterplans will be used in a collaborative process between the local communities, landowners, the local authority and other stakeholders. Dacorum is seeking to utilise
design codes from an early stage in the development of these projects.
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The design code site and its context

Hemel Hempstead town centre comprises two main areas: the Old Town in the north, and
the New Town in the south. The Paradise site is located to the east of the New Town
core and is within the larger town centre boundary. It sits to the north of St Albans Road,
a major arterial route into the town; however, due to its location, it lacks presence within
the town and is not necessarily a place that residents or visitors would happen across
without a specific reason. The site area is 2.92ha, and it is currently allocated for residential
units, employment generating uses, a replacement food bank, and public open space. It
is currently occupied by a mix of local employment and residential buildings, all of which
benefit from the transport links and proximity to the inner core of the New Town centre.
The site is in fragmented land ownership and to address this complexity, ownerships and
already proposed schemes were first mapped to inform the assumptions underpinning the
framework and design code.

i Can we deliver a high-density housing allocation site with
design features that are locally popular 1

Why code?

A key objective of the design code pilot was to bring the community and council members
on board supporting intensification and growth in the town centre, by showing how design
codes can enhance place, character and design quality. The methodology and process
set out for this pilot could be rolled out across other areas within Dacorum such as the
Two Waters Masterplan and other growth allocations. The design aspiration is to create a
compact development on the site that signals the approach to the town centre from the
east. This site could create a benchmark for new, sustainable development that has strong
links to Hemel Hempstead's New Town heritage and serves its local community. The code
will assist with transitioning the site area type which is at present Low Density Industrial to
a High Density Urban Mixed Use Neighbourhood.

The three objectives for the design code pilot were:

1. Encouraging Sustainable Growth

The design code would provide clarity for landowners and developers, encouraging
and streamlining investment in Hemel Town Centre. An early aspiration of the Dacorum
pilot case study was to develop a standard coding process with templates that could be
reproduced across different sites; however; because of the distinctive nature of the site, a
decision was taken early on not to pursue the use of templates in this case.
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2. Design Codes as a tool for Development Management (DM)

Being graphically clear with easy to use spatial and numerical data was paramount. In addition, developing a tool that could be used in pre-application discussions, and digital
platforms for use by development management officers were also key objectives.

3. Digital Planning

Through the design code pilot programme, there was the opportunity to explore digital tools in planning such as Commonplace and ESRI (Environmental Systems Research
Institute, a provider of GIS software, and spatial mapping analysis).

Paradise site opportunities diagram:

* create an urban neighbourhood with a mix
of uses that complements but does not
compete with existing parts of the town
centre

* improve the connectivity between the town
centre and the site

* emphasise the link to Paradise Fields and
associated network of open space to the

east
N * integrate with the future residential
X community to the north
\
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:
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i The design code cannot force change, but it can be flexible to allow for future changes 1

What was the coding process?

Dacorum Borough Council appointed Tibbalds Planning and Urban Design to produce the design code. The most innovative aspects of the coding process developed out
of the restricted timetable and resources for the pilot. The site is an industrial estate, comprising a number of sites in fragmented ownership with little strategic design work
undertaken to date. These aspects - in addition to the short six month timeframe for the project - dictated the final outputs. Consequently, the final design code was a high-

level code providing strategic coding with focussed detailed guidance on aspects such as appearance and character structured around three key coding categories, initially
comprising Built Form and Identity, which were later extended to also include Movement and Use.

As there was no existing vision (masterplan) in place, community engagement was used to underpin a new spatial vision for the area, which then led to the development of a
regulating plan, in place of a detailed masterplan.

The regulating plan sets out the framework for the development and
A AN

establishes the urban design principles for the site, by which schemes will
be evaluated, notably:

* Streets and blocks

* Key nodes

ek + Continuous active frontages
~
y e * Secondary and sensitive frontages
= * Marker buildings
A
-
v
-
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PARK LANE

Regulating plan in place for the site instead of a masterplan
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The engagement process was a significant part of the pilot project approach, and enabled identification of local preferences for design characteristics, which informed the
vision, regulating plan and design codes. Traditional engagement approaches have previously elicited a very low response rate from existing businesses and residents on the
site. The focus area for engagement was extended to include the wider Hemel Hempstead Town centre to provide a characterisation evidence base for future design and
placemaking projects.

The strategy explored digital options for community engagement using Commonplace as the digital engagement platform, with the aim of extending the public 'reach’ of the
consultation, while developing a greater understanding of what people liked, and what they didn't like, in addition to asking specific questions that would feed into the new
vision for the Paradise industrial estate. There was also a series of in person events such as a youth workshop on design codes and walking groups in the town centre.

The Engagement report covers the results gathered from the Commonplace website which launched on 30 June 2021. In total, there had been 187 respondents (80% of whom
live within the Hemel Hempstead postcode area) who made 480 contributions. Final outputs included the Commonplace Engagement website. https://yourhemelhempstead.
commonplace.is/ and a report to steer future strategic and character led design in the town centre. Notably the pilot allowed an exploration into how design codes can draw
on a current interpretation of Hemel Hempstead's legacy as a Mark 1 New Town.

What form will the code take?

The design code was prepared with the needs of both developer teams and planning officers in mind, so that it is practical and sets out clear justifications and requirements.
All design guidance chapters are laid out on the page in a similar format with a reference box on the right-hand side. A compliance worksheet in being produced which can
provide an interactive tool during the pre-application process to monitor compliance in the emerging design. This provides the key information that the chapter relates to,
e.g. design priority, engagement topic and other areas of the design code that are cross-referenced. The design code focused on the most appropriate NMDC characteristics
for the site and the strategic nature of the code: Built Form, Identity, Movement and Use. There were also three priorities identified in the code: Integrated Neighbourhoods,
Urban Community, and Sustainable and Green, which were established as part of the engagement process. These are related to Hemel Garden Communities Spatial Vision
and are signposted by icons throughout the code.

Each section is specific in terms of detailed design with principles being accompanied by building typologies to structure the codes, each linked back to the regulating plan.
In time the aspiration is for the design code to be adopted as a Supplementary Planning Document (SPD), so that it will be a material consideration with significant weight.

( If you are doing your design code in a ‘town centre’ area rather than a green field site,
your vision can be challenging because you are going to have to take the existing community with you on that journey 1


https://yourhemelhempstead.commonplace.is/
https://yourhemelhempstead.commonplace.is/

You said, we listened...

How will this inform design codes in the town
centre?

o Developments should be designed with
access and proximity to nature as a first

principal,

o  Where this is not possible natural, green
and wild spaces should be integrated into
the developments streets, spaces and

layout to ensure the neighbourhood feels
closely connected to nature

o Nature should form part of a
developments key vision not an
afterthought

o Appearance and providing attractive
buildings and spaces is of priority with any
emerging development in the town centre,

o Dislike of dull boring buildings and
spaces, design codes should encourage
innovation in appearance and materials

o Emerging masterplan and codes should
encourage fostering a sense of
community through the design of the
development. This could mean designing
in spaces for social interaction such as
adding benches in public spaces or
encouraging community uses such as
allotments or pop up shops

o Codes should specify emerging design
needs to relate back to the character of
Hemel Hempstead,

Engagement outcomes influencing the design code process, from the draft Hemel Hempstead Design Codes Report, Appendix A: Engagement (September 2021)
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Public realm should must utilise design
principals in which public, residents and
visitors to feel whilst visiting the area in
both the night and day. This could/ should
include active frontages, balancing day,
evening and night programming, passive
surveillance measures, street lighting,
active landscape features such as running
tracks or external public art trials for when
high street uses are closed in the evening

Public realm codes should be designed to
encourage pedestrian friendly
environments in their content
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3.1 What is important to have in a home?

Overall

Respondents were asked to selectup to 5
options for this question and, from the 218
contributions, 672 features were selected.
The results of the most features for a home
selected are shown in figure 21. The most
important feature to have on a home, for the
respondents is to have their own front door
followed by having private outdoor space. It's
important to note here that there may be
some bias on ‘own front door’ as this could be
left fairly open to interpretation. This desire of
respondents wanting private outdoor space in
their homes links to our previous findings
about the importance of green spaces in the
commu nity.

Space to grow plants and somewhere to dry
washing also ranked highly and these
aspects are also typically associated with
outdoor space. This is further supported by
one of the comments from the other category
mentioning solar panels. This suggests that
the community are baecoming more aware of
their carbon footprint and are looking for more
sustainable lifestyle alternatives.

Own front door

Private Outdoor Space

Privacy

A sustainable home

Attractive Building

Space to grow plants
Somewhere to dry washing
Windows with a View

Separate kitchen to living room
Front Garden

Accessible Homes

Bedrooms are upstairs
Adaptable Home Working Space
Cycle Storage

Windows facing different directions
Balcony

| can extend and alter my home
Shared Outdoor Space
Supported Housing Facilities
Other

Roof Terrace

Local design preferences for housing, from the draft Hemel Hempstead Design Codes Report, Appendix A: Engagement (September 2021)
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Spatial interpretation of the vision for the Paradise site



BUILT FORM

2.1 Site wide codes

The following key code principles apply to

the built form across the site:

A consistent building line must be
provided along Paradise and Wood
Lane, providing enclosure and
definition to the streets.

All buildings are to be set back from
the highways boundary behind a 3m
space. The codes for this space are
set out in Section 03. With justification,
marker and landmark buildings may
be exempted from this code for a
particular reason e.g. a stepped
building line to frame an urban open
space.

Broken / less continuous frontages
are to be provided along the northern
and eastern tree belts. This could be
through the use of open courtyard
blocks (see section 2.32) or stepped
building lines.

To reflect the new town character of
the town centre, interest and variety
in the townscape must be created
through variation in massing (height)
and/ or elevational treatment rather
than through variation in roof form. All
roof forms should be flat.

Marker buildings have been identified
on Plan 3.1. These can be buildings

Hemel Hempstead Design Codes |dentity
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Town contre boundary

Sie boundary

Open space

Inchcative resicential development

Basting bulding

Existing road network and

acress.

Ewsting section of road to become
access only

Exinting wratenyc route

Shared pedestrian
cycle rovte

Mariarr buiking

Continuous active foatage

o vehicle access)

Sensitie Frontage (emsure over
fooking and element of activity /
Testantial access)

o budd zone

Opportunity fos LK buliding

Indicative tourtyard biock

Indicutive fineas block

Figure 3.1: Built Form Key Plan

©TIBBALDS SEPTEMBER 2021

Draft Section 02: Built Form shows ‘must’ and ‘should’ codes relating to residential development on the left, and a built form key and key plan on the centre and right of the page
(illustrative only as subject to further refinement through the consultation and adoption processes).



2: Permanent Residential

Figure 4.10

m Defensible space must be demarcated
through the use of planters, low
vegetation, wild pockets of landscaping
or railings with inter-visibility between the
street and ground level unit. For each unit
it must incorporate an element of soft
landscape.

m On more intimate streets, where trees
may not be appropriate climbing plant
species should be used to introduce
greening to the fagades. The exposure
and direction facing of the unit must be
considered in species choice.

m Front doors must be provided directly
onto the street. For more information on
the built form please refer to Section 2.4.

® Boundary treatment must be consistent
along the length of the street.

©TIBBALDS SEPTEMBER 2021
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Wild front gardens are used to demarcate
private/public land in some of the more historic
areas of Hemel Hempstead.

Planters at the front of the house provide a
privacy strip in St Andrews, Bromley-by-Bow.

Climbing plants and shrub planting are used to soften the edge of the housing and green the street in
William Street Quarter, London.

PRIORITY:

ALSO RELATED TO:

"

Co
MMO/V
/s
<y
/a)
Why do people feel positive
about a place?

#5 Pedestrian friendly

Hemel Hempstead Design Codes |dentity

M

Draft Section 03: Identity page shows ‘must’ and ‘'should’ codes relating to residential development on the left, illustrative or reference images in the centre, and icons
signifying the priorities being addressed - and related themes - on the right (illustrative only as subject to further refinement through the consultation and adoption

processes).

10
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Lessons learned

Time, skills and resources - Substantial time, skills and resources are involved. There may not be sufficient in-house urban design or design coding expertise within local
authorities, and this needs to be resourced, either internally or with consultants. Getting different stakeholders to ‘buy-in’ to the process will always require time, to enable
a wider understanding of what a design code is, and what the key principles mean.

Viability input for town centre sites - Viability is a major issue, particularly in terms of proposed uses. Viability input is needed to test elements of coding versus elements
of guidance; and Dacorum believed that it was only viability tested elements of projects that could be mandatorily coded, notably on heights, quantum, uses, and parking.

Engagement - A key focus of the engagement was obtaining input on what is locally popular. While identifying design preferences was challenging due to a lack of
community response to the engagement events, there was a good response from the in-house workshops where some themes were developed that fed directly into the
design code. Digital engagement on locally popular design characteristics was also particularly successful and played a key role in informing and underpinning the vision
for the Paradise area. Overcoming the challenges of establishing what is provably popular in town centre locations requires a sustained and fundamental engagement with
local populations.

Delivering local character - The pilot highlighted the need for a strong characterisation analysis and vision evidence-base as a foundation for the design code and to
inform guidance on appearance, materials and character. The strong community engagement strategy fed into - and significantly informed - this process. Town centre sites
may exhibit more variables and greater market dependency, while design quality can be harder to characterise particularly in areas of lower quality townscape.

Delivering a new ‘piece’ of town centre - The pilot demonstrated a comprehensive and sensitive approach to balancing a coherent design-led vision with the fractured
ownership of the existing place to deliver a piece of town centre. Key elements of the vision and regulatory plan included introducing mixed uses, a strong and connective
public realm, and links to the open space network and future development areas to the north.

In-depth design process - The masterplanning section within the NMDC is at a high level, specifying overarching principles including movement networks through the
site. There is, understandably, a gap between these overarching principles and the level of detail required by the code, for example window and facade treatment. To
meaningfully code these details, a more in-depth design process needs to be undertaken to identify the character of the new place being created. The extensive digital
engagement undertaken at Dacorum sought to tease out what was provably popular and was a key driver of this design process, identifying which aspects of the town
centre character were important, both in the New Town and Old Town areas.

11
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In their words

As part of the NMDC pilot project research, interviews were undertaken with key stakeholders involved in each of the pilots. This section summarises some of those
reflections.

Clear local leadership, bringing stakeholders together

We were fortunate having strong place making leadership because if you don't have the support of your Chief Executive, Director and Assistant Director on this - and if you
are doing this against the tide - then it would be much more difficult. Knowing that you do have that support instils a lot of confidence that this design code work also fits into
the bigger effort to improve design quality borough-wide.

Sending a clear message about design quality and design coding expectations

It is important to be clear about the design and placemaking aspirations for the code and where this will be most impactful. This is linked to the size of the site, viability, and
appreciating the specific strengths of design codes. Additionally, doing a design code ad hoc in the middle of a plan making area has been really challenging because it
can be difficult to pin the vision down from a viability point of view. It's important to understand the mix of uses from the start whilst developing a mixed use neighbourhood
particularly with regard to vertical zoning. The location of commercial and residential in particular needs to be carefully considered in order to provide appealing environments
for both living and working to the future community.

A design code for an occupied site, as opposed to a green field site, is very different

To take an existing site with occupiers you have to be very clear what your vision is, as this may please some people while others may be less happy with aspects of the vision.
In reality, an existing site with occupiers requires a stronger collaborative approach to develop the vision.

Time, skills and resources

Understanding urban design and letting people know what this is going to mean is important, so getting buy-in and translating the design code into plain English for
colleagues, members and the community is very important. At the moment, in managing planning teams, we are not geared up to have this level of urban design expertise
in-house and this level of design coding delivery. We did quite a detailed study as part of the pilot, mapping out project hours and costs. This was helpful in informing our
future resource requirements whilst putting together design programmes in other areas in the Borough such as South Hemel and understanding elements of coding that we
can deliver ourselves in-house through upskilling within the team. It highlights the need for more design resource for this type of work going forward.

Procurement

Allowing adequate time to interview a number of consultants and maintaining an active role in the production of the design code throughout the development process is
incredibly helpful to ensure the code meets the needs of the Development Managers (in particular) who will be using the code.

12
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Understanding viability at the start of the process

In the discussions we have had with our consultants, we have come to realise that there is the need to not over-constrain what we are doing. There is such a difference doing a
design code with an outline masterplan by a developer; there you can be a lot more specific about the elements of the code because you have greater certainty with regards
to the brief and quantum of development. Viability is an important issue, particularly with regard to the uses. Viability input is also needed to test elements of coding versus
elements of guidance as it is likely that only viability tested elements of projects could be mandatorily coded. The key things that viability controls are the heights, quantum,
uses, and parking which is the standard viability format, so for us it is those key parameters that impact the code.

1 With the materials and appearance sections in our code, we are just being a bit looser with the language
and guidance offered, only being strict on certain elements such as the use of brick or masonry 1

Local character - evidence base through analysis and engagement

The pilot has highlighted the need, at the outset, for a strong characterisation analysis and vision evidence base as a foundation for the design code, providing guidance
on appearance, materials and character. Hemel Hempstead has two town centre character areas - the Old Town and the New Town centre and defining a design language
through coding and engagement that can respond to the character in both of these areas has been a key part of this programme. Defining townscape and the character of
the area surrounding the site underpins the decisions on what to code.

Case studies prepared by:
Matthew Carmona, Wendy Clarke, Sarah Carmona, Brian Quinn and Valentina Giordano
UCL, The Bartlett School of Planning
Based on research commissioned and facilitated by the Planning Advisory Service (PAS) on behalf of the Department for Levelling up, Housing Communities (DLUHC) and Office for Place (OfP)

The full National Model Design Code (NMDC) Pilot Programme Monitoring and Evaluation can be downloaded here: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_
data/file/1083852/NMDC_M_E_final_report_v5.pdf
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