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1.

Introduction: what we did and why

From 14:00 to 16:30 of Monday 26th March Arts Taunton and Create Streets ran a seminar
and workshop to discuss the future of Taunton. There were 51 participants of whom 8 were
either councillors or officers of Taunton Deane Borough Council (including the Leader,
Deputy Leader and senior officers responsible for the Garden Town project).
The ultimate question we were asking was how does Taunton take advantage of the once in
a 100 year opportunity offered by the redevelopment of major sites within the town centre
to create a place that is beautiful, popular and which residents and neighbours will love for
generations. To do that we;





Conducted a ‘Know your place’ exercise where participants were asked to name their
favourite and least favourite parts of the city and nominate place that most need
improvement;
Discussed the evidence on the relationship between design and wellbeing; and
Discussed potential priorities for the future of Taunton – and particularly the town centre.

After the first hour and a half and a break for tea, a smaller group then;



Conducted a ‘Visual Preference Survey’ on favourite and least favourite buildings; and
Discussed potential planning and wider strategies to ensure the popular, high quality and
value-enhancing regeneration of the town centre sites.

A summary of the key responses and decisions made ‘in the room’ are set out in section 3.
Below are two photos of the event and of participation in the ‘Know your place’ exercise.

2.

Context: Garden Taunton

The Garden Town policy and funding. The government has selected Taunton as a Garden
Town. This is a national policy and primarily one whereby the government provides some
additional funding to support house-building in a notional mixed-use development.
The Secretary of State for Housing, Communities and Local Government, Sajid Javid MP, has
said that the Garden Towns programme is; ‘a £2.5 million cash boost to speed up the delivery
of over 155,000 new homes in the proposed garden towns across England,’ and that ‘nine
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locally-led garden town developments, from Bicester to Taunton, will each receive new
funding to fast track the build out of these large housing projects. New funding for these local
authorities and communities will support them in delivering ‘ambitious proposals,’ which will
mean ‘speeding up the progress of developments through additional dedicated resources
and expertise.’
In principle Garden Town developments are meant to be ‘locally-led.’ The aim is not only to
deliver homes, but also to ‘bring new jobs and facilities and a big boost to local economies.’
Local policy and aims. Taunton Deane Borough Council say that as a Garden town, Taunton
will be ‘more prosperous and sustainable with better transport links, better services and
facilities, and conserving our valuable green space for future generations…..the very best of
both town and country.’ The proposals aim to ‘protect vital green corridors and links to the
wider countryside.’ From Taunton Deane’s perspective, the key part of the plans include High
quality open spaces, improving access to schools and education, better transport
infrastructure, and enhancing the range and quality of employment opportunities.
The Borough Council also identifies several ‘wider elements,’ such as:






A thriving Town Centre: ‘Putting the River Tone at the heart of the town and improving
the town centre’;
Environment: ‘Taking care of our environment, protecting our natural assets and creating
even more green space’;
Business: ‘Developing the right environment for business – both existing and new ‘;
Skills and education: ‘Ensure that the community has good access to education and
training’; and
Transport and getting around: ‘Taunton is undergoing major road and rail improvements
at present to help communities and businesses get into and around the town more easily.’

New Garden Communities. All of this reflects that though Taunton is becoming a ‘Garden
Town’ the policy means there will be several new developments (‘Garden Communities’)
outside Taunton, which will have their own ‘clear, distinct sense of identity.’ These will be at
Monkton Heathfield, Staplegrove and Comeytrowe/Trull. They are shown below
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New homes. The council is committing to delivering 17,000 new homes in the wider area
over the period to 2028, and has identified the Taunton urban area as the ‘strategic focus’ for
growth. At least 13,000 of these homes will be built in Taunton itself. The Council expect this
and other policies to result in 9,500 new jobs.

Homes and development in the city centre. Currently there are two major imminent
developments in the centre of Taunton: Firepool and Coal Orchard. Other sites are also likely
to come forward in time, some council-owned (which is potentially helpful).
Outline permission was granted for the development at Firepool in March 2018. The Site has
been mostly vacant since 2008 and the sites’ south has already been partially redeveloped.
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As part of the plans, up to 200 new homes could be built, as well as a new hotel, cinema,
convenience store, office space and up to 425 new car parking spaces.
Artist’s impressions of the Firepool Development from Developer

The Coal Orchard site is planning ‘New shops, 36 new homes, work space and more
restaurants and cafes.’
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Artist’s impressions of the Coal Orchard Development from Developer

Will these large development meet the aspirations of the council and the residents in their
form, quality, massing, design and use? Will they ultimately make Taunton better or just
bigger? It is not yet certain and the outline permission for the Firepool certainly leaves much
scope for a development that could be anything from good to disappointing.
What is certain is that this moment is potentially a once in a century opportunity to make
inter-generational improvements to Taunton – for better or for worse.

3.

Discussion: priorities and preferences

During the seminar there were six separate points at which participants expressed their
views. These were;
1. A ‘know your place’ map exercise where residents indicated their favourite and least
favourite places;
2. A ‘show of hands’ voting on urban design and façade preferences;
3. A discussion of elements of Taunton most valued and which should be improved;
4. A discussion of the principles that should guide new larger developments;
5. A visual preference survey of preferred building types; and
6. A discussion of next steps the council and residents should take to more the forward
ideas and preferences being discussed.
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Elements one to four involved the whole group of 51 participants. Elements five and six
involved a smaller group of around 25 who stayed beyond the tea break for the optional
extended session.
‘Know your place’ map exercise. Before the seminar, participants were asked to place a
green sticker on places in Taunton that they most liked, a red sticker on places they most
disliked and an orange sticker on places they most wanted to see improved.
Some of the key themes that emerged were that;
1. Participants liked
a. Goodland Garden
b. Hammet Street
c. The Cricket Ground
d. Mount Street
e. French Weir
f. The Museum of Somerset
g. Vivary Park
2. Participants disliked
a. The area around the station
b. Firepool
c. East Ridge
d. Toneway
e. The area around Morrissons
3. Participants wanted to see improved
a. The High Street
b. The Parade
c. Area around the Brewhouse
d. Area around Tangier, near the bridge
e. Carpark near the Old Pig Market
Below are photos of the three maps.
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‘Show of hands’ voting on instinctive urban design and façade preferences. At the
beginning of the seminar on urban design (and before we had discussed any of the evidence),
participants were asked to respond by a show of hands ‘instinctively’ to a series of questions
about urban design and façade preferences. By eye, well over ninety per cent opted for the
terraced townhouses over the large blocks in parkland and for the historic design over the
contemporary design. A slightly lower proportion (though still an overwhelming majority)
chose the mansion block form over the tower block in space.
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Discussion of elements of Taunton most valued and which should be improved. After the
seminar on urban design, participants suggested and very briefly discussed what they most
liked and valued about Taunton. Here are qualities that participants spontaneously said they
liked about Taunton very broadly grouped by theme and with issues that came up more or
with most obviously emphatic support first. All statements in inverted commas are direct
quotations.
1. The multi-layered, ‘quirky’ and historic urban fabric of the town
a. The ‘randomness of the buildings’ and ‘variety’
b. The ‘historic character’ and ‘town’s history’
c. The ‘axial views’ above all of ‘church spires’ with the ‘height restrictions’
permitting ‘roof design encouraging looking up’
d. ‘the use of local stone’
2. The mix of business, shops and homes
a. ‘Quality independent shops’ and ‘thriving businesses’
b. ‘Mixed-use’, ‘living and business together’
In our discussion of what people like some recommendations also emerged. These were that;
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1. New development should ‘reveal and enhance the historic character’ of the town
a. ‘Protecting church spires’ and ‘Preserving sight-lines’
b. ‘Referencing the town’s history’
c. Enhance the narrow alleyways
2. More can be done to benefit from the river and the green infrastructure
a. ‘Use of the river’
b. ‘More trees’
c. ‘Maintain green wedges’
d. ‘High quality ecological links’
e. ‘Coherent and locally-referenced planting’
3. Town-centre streets should be less ugly and easier to walk in though it was also pointed
out that there was an ongoing ‘need for car parking’ so that people could get into the
town
a. ‘Pedestrian priority’
b. ‘Priority to public transport’
c. ‘Fewer road signs’
4. The town should enhance its ‘quirky’ and artistic character with more ‘public art’ of all
sizes
Discussion of a vision for the town centre and for new larger developments. We had a very
quick discussion and show of hands responses to key questions on what sort of design
principles should inform large developments. These could only be indicative but they
suggested;





A preference for a ‘finely-grained’ development with the same qualities of urban form
and mix of public and private space as the historic town centre;
A four to six storey height limit;
Architecture which ‘references traditional’ design though does not need slavishly to
follow it; and
Architecture which makes use of the huge variety of building stone and materials in
Somerset.

Time prevented a fuller exploration of these themes and it might be worth running an online
visual preference survey on these issues to seek further clarity and evidence. Appendix two
shows a range of ‘quirky’ developments which might be in the spirit of the criteria emerging
from these discussions.
Visual preference survey of preferred building types. After the tea break, remaining
participants did a quick visual preference survey. They were asked to place a green sticker on
buildings they liked and a red sticker on buildings they disliked. Phots of where people put
their stickers are shown below.
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Some of the key themes that emerged were that;
1. Buildings participants liked tended to be
14

a. Terraced
b. Use brick or stone
c. Have large, generous, ‘well articulated’ windows within a ‘coherent’ façade
d. More varied (often with variation between storeys)
e. More detailed
f. Have a range of different styles
2. Buildings participants disliked tended to be
a. Less detailed or blank
b. Use less traditional materials or mainly glass facades
c. Have smaller or ‘poorly articulated’ windows with no variation between storeys
Discussion of next steps the council and residents should take. Finally we discussed what
roadblocks there were to delivering this sort of more popular high intensity development and
what actions the council and residents might take to overcome them. We were extremely
grateful that several councillors and officers of Taunton Deane Borough Council took a very
active and prominent role in this discussion. Among the points that were made and the
themes that were discussed were;













The economic case for better planning and community-led design and design codes (see
Appendix four);
The need to ensure that focus on design clarity from the council did not preclude
development;
The need to ensure focus on design clarity from the council did not preclude delivery of
policy levels of affordable housing;
The need, as far as the National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) permits, for policy
clarity to try and ‘square the circle’ of competing requirements and so as to ‘set the land
price’;
The potential for design codes to be used by the council to try to achieve popular
development and greater certainty of outcomes (which is strongly in line with the
government’s new draft NPPF);
The opportunity of using council-owned sites (where the council can act both as
landowner / developer and as planning authority) to achieve and demonstrate the type
of development that Taunton wishes to see;
The need for urgency on the Firepool site given the recent granting of outline planning
permission to a scheme with imperfect urban form and an elevational treatment that
would probably have scored very badly in the visual preference survey; and
The challenge of planting street trees given the resistance of Somerset County Council
to their perceived ongoing costs and management.

Conclusions. The meeting on 26th March was not mandated or empowered to make any
decisions. Our conversation on some topics was necessarily swift. Nor do we pretend that
the results of our ‘know your place’ or visual preference surveys were a provably correct or
scientific cross-section of the wider community.
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However, the strong and broadly-based views that clearly emerged during the discussion and
in our indicative surveys are very strongly aligned to formal UK-wide polling that we have
undertaken and with the all the wider evidence on public preferences1. In consequence, we
think they are highly likely to be a good guide to the wider public views within Taunton.
It does not therefore seem to us unreasonable to conclude that a strong majority of residents
in and near Taunton would be more supportive of changes to city centre development which
‘green’ the town and which, in their urban form, quirkiness, variety, vistas, height, massing
and design, genuinely reflect and enhance the historic nature of the town. More tentatively
it seems likely that a majority would support a further reduction of traffic in the town centre
although with ongoing parking to permit non town residents to come to the town.
At present, most new town centre developments in most of England fall very far short of this
level of aspiration. In the spirit of our sensible concluding discussion, what steps can Taunton
Deane Borough Council and the wider community take to try to do better than this without
rendering development unviable?

7.

Conclusion: possible next steps?

Here are five practical steps in the short to medium term which either Taunton Deane
Borough Council or (in a couple of instances) Arts Taunton could run in order to improve the
quality, popularity and likely positive economic impact of development in the town centre.
1. Improve the data ;
 Run an online visual preference survey to gauge the wider community’s preferences;
 Run a similar workshop though in conjunction with different local societies in order
to gauge wider views on the future of Taunton;
2. Given the urgency of ‘getting it right’ on the Firepool site, suggest a round table meeting
with the investor / developer with officials, neighbourhood groups and Create Streets to
discuss a co-design approach to obtaining detailed planning permission;
3. Explore the option of adapting a Special Planning Guidance (SPG) for town centre
development to put in place a popular community co-authored overall design code. This
could embed many council and community desires and preferences in terms of facades,
materials, detailing and proportions without in any way preventing medium rise high
density development (for more detail see Appendix);
4. Run a co-design approach (perhaps via a mini charrette) on one of the council-owned
sites to work up a high level master plan and design approach. Create Streets would be
happy to advise on investors and developers who would be more likely to invest in this
sort of approach; and
5. Arrange a conference call with one of the UK’s prominent tree-planting organisations (for
example Trees for Cities or City of Trees) to discuss practical steps the council or residents
could take to overcome Somerset County Council’s resistance to tree-planting.

1 For

a summary of this see Boys Smith (2016), Heart in the Right Street, pp. 84-97.
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Appendices: design codes, quirky quality, Create Streets, key graphics
Appendix one: design codes.
What are design codes? What is a design or form-based code? It is a set of illustrated design
rules and requirements which instruct and may advise on the physical development of a site
or area. A design code, put simply, defines all or some of the range of possible plots scales,
shape, materials, layouts, urban forms, street and style of all development in a certain area.
What does national planning policy say about design codes? The last NPPF downgraded the use
of design codes from pre 2010 guidance. This was (we think) due to two reasons: firstly, a slightly
naïve focus on the importance of designers’ discretion at the expense of certainty of outcome for
residents and small developers. And secondly, it was due to a ‘free market’ focus on freedom from
regulation instead of a focus on the importance of certainty when you are regulating anyway. The
last NPPF said;
‘Local planning authorities should consider using design codes where they could help deliver high
quality outcomes. However, design policies should avoid unnecessary prescription or detail and
should concentrate on guiding the overall scale, density, massing, height, landscape, layout,
materials and access of new development in relation to neighbouring buildings and the local area
more generally.
Planning policies and decisions should not attempt to impose architectural styles or particular tastes and
they should not stifle innovation, originality or initiative through unsubstantiated requirements to
conform to certain development forms or styles. It is, however, proper to seek to promote or reinforce
local distinctiveness.’ (Paras. 59-60)Their use has been encouraged by the new draft NPPF which

has stated;
‘Planning policies and decisions should support the creation of high quality buildings and
places. Plans should, at the most appropriate level, set out a clear design vision and
expectations, so that applicants have as much certainty as possible about what is likely
to be acceptable.…. To provide maximum clarity about design expectations, plans or
supplementary planning documents should use visual tools such as design guides and
codes. These provide a framework for creating distinctive places with a consistent and
high quality standard of design.’ (Paras. 124-5)
This policy is potentially given some teeth;
‘Permission should be refused for development of poor design that fails to take the
opportunities available for improving the character and quality of an area and the way
it functions, taking into account any local design standards in plans or supplementary
planning documents.’ (Para. 129)
However, it is also still caveated, though far more reasonably than the previous NPPF.
‘However their level of detail and degree of prescription should be tailored to the
circumstances in each place, and should not inhibit a suitable degree of variety where
this would be unjustified (such as where the existing urban form is already diverse).’
(Para. 125)
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Some designers, planners and developers have increasingly found that setting out specifics
about how streets, pavements, blocks and building facades will work visually (and
numerically) as opposed to verbally aids clarity and makes it much easier for communities
and non-specialists to feed in their ideas and preferences, to say (in short) ‘what things will
look like round here’ and ‘what type of streets and homes’ we want to build. Good design
codes often set key numbers as well as key illustrations for façade patterns and materials.
What are the advantages? A 2006 UK Government assessment of 15 different Design Codes
contrasted to four non-coded approaches conducted by Professor Matthew Cremona of UCL
found;
‘Significantly, where codes are being implemented on site, schemes have been delivering
enhanced sales values and increased land values. When set off against the up-front
investment, this to a large degree determines the value added by coding, at least in crude
economic terms. The qualitative evidence suggests that the outcome is positive, and for
commercial partners, over the long-term, codes seem to be more than paying for
themselves.’
Here is a generic example from a market town but they have also been used successfully on
medium rise and high density sites – above all in the US.
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Appendix two: quirky quality. Here are some example of what buildings or sections of
streets which might be able to fit in with the desire for a quirky Taunton which enhances the
town’s history.

Appendix three: what is Create Streets?
Create Streets exists to help solve the housing crisis and to help communities and developers
create beautiful street-based places of sufficient density that will be popular with the wider
community, are likely to be correlated with good wellbeing outcomes and which are likely to
prove good long term investments based on the historical data of value appreciation and
maintenance costs.
Our goal is to make it easier to develop high density, beautiful, street-based economically
and socially successful developments with strong local support and which residents will love
for generations.
To do this, we research links between urban form and wellbeing, health, sustainability, value
and popularity. We advise communities, landowners, councils and developers. We lobby for
necessary policy change. And we help communities and long-term investors develop
exemplar schemes.
In our first three years, and on an initially very modest budget, Create Streets has already
managed to have a non-trivial impact on British planning policy and the wider debate as well
as helping many communities and councils make the case for and start to achieve better and
more popular development. You can see more at www.createstreets.com
Here are some (of the many hundreds) comments about our work and research:
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“This is a great example of how big developments should work – working with local
communities to design real neighbourhoods that work for the existing community.”
Sadiq Khan (Mayor of London)



“a magnificent organisation” Zac Goldsmith MP (London Mayoral Candidate, 2016)



“an inspirational document” Lord Lytton (Debate on Direct Planning Bill in House of
Lords)



“All housing architects who take their work seriously should read it [Our book - Heart in
the Right Street]” Rory Bergin (HTA Design)



“What you are doing is totally right and, very importantly, right for the time in which we
live. You’re there at the beginning of a new wave of thinking” Alan Baxter (Alan Baxter
Associates)



“A wonderful project and piece of analysis” Alain de Botton



“Create Streets sets the benchmark for great community involvement – please keep us
informed” Friends of Wimbledon Town Centre



“What a beautiful and refreshing change to the characterless concrete and glass blocks
proposed by Capco! Why can’t we have this instead of yet more tedious residential
warehousing? It would enhance the charm and attractiveness of our neighbourhood as well
as provide much needed additional housing.” Keith Drew, Chair of West Ken Gibbs Green
Community Homes



“A brilliant guide for communities by Create Streets to getting better homes and streets
in their neighbourhoods” Local planning officer



“So glad I found Create Streets. Mini revolution here in the making here in Wimbledon”
Save Wimbledon Town



“Rather brilliant”, Sanya Sheikh (Central Acton Neighbours’ Forum)



“Gripping, much needed and inspiring”, Dorian Crone (planning and heritage consultant)



“Thank goodness AECOM / Create Streets advised incorporating Design Codes in our
Neighbourhood Plan” Redington Frognal Neighbourhood Forum



“We are very happy with the outcome of the work that Create Streets conducted on our
behalf. They quickly and efficiently helped us use images and polling to understand what
our neighbours like and want to see built in the midst of a number of planning applications.”
Mediha Boran (Kingston Residents Alliance)



“The Mount Pleasant development embodies many of the big problems facing London
in our times. Create Streets have been instrumental in helping the local community
achieve their aims by listening, supporting, and developing a genuinely community-led
design with an appropriate and expert group of professionals. Furthermore, their passion
and their commitment to a community-led approach has been invaluable in empowering
the community through successful grant funding and neighbourhood planning.” Edward
Denison (Mount Pleasant Association)
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Appendix four: some key facts from presentation and discussion
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