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Introduction
This report sets out an indicative and high-level design brief for two sites in Taunton:
•
•

the car park on Duke Street; and
the garage on St James Street.

It is commissioned and funded by Arts Taunton, a local community organisation. This means that the
level of resource and underlying evidence base is relatively constrained. This report does not go into
the depth that would be required for a brief by the council or a developer. Rather, this indicative brief
is intended to kick-start debate, and to demonstrate some of the opportunities for high-quality,
popular and viable development on the two sites – particularly as they are council-owned.
This report attempts to set out the context for the site at a high level, and has not involved specific
co-design work for the site. We have not worked directly with the local community on this site. Create
Streets has however undertaken broader higher-level engagement work on new development in
Taunton as part of our work with Arts Taunton, the overarching findings of which have informed
these indicative briefs. As outlined below, we strongly recommend that any future work involves
extensive engagement work with the local community, including a co-design workshop.

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.
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1. Duke Street / Tancred Street car park site
Overall Context: the site is located in Taunton town centre, 5 minutes’ walk from North Street. It is
around 0.13 hectares in size.

Current Condition: the site is currently a car park with 58 bays. The streets around the site are
predominantly residential, but there is a pub, Molly Malone’s to the south of the site – whose building
and the garden form the southern edge of the site.

Suggested design brief for the future of the site: The Duke Street car park site should be redeveloped
to:
•
•
•

Provide 25 – 35 new homes (in a mix of flats and terraced house with private and communal
gardens);
Provide new commercial and retail use;
The precise split of residential, commercial and retail should follow viability analysis;
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•
•
•
•

Provide a total of around 1,600-2,000m2 Gross Internal Area (GIA) mainly over three storeys (with
partial fourth storeys set-back);
Retain some car parking either for new residents and/ or for visitors to Taunton;
Be delivered via a traditional block structure, with private and communal gardens on the inside
and fronts to homes facing the street; and
Tighten the corner radius between Duke Street and Tancred Street in order to slow down traffic
and provide new green space.

Mix of uses: the site is located in the town centre, which is home to a wide range of shops. The site
should be developed as a mix of uses including terraced houses, flats, shops and commercial space.
As far as possible new homes and commercial and retail space should be designed with future
flexibility in mind so that uses can evolve over time.
Height: buildings adjacent to the site are predominantly three storeys in height. Across Taunton,
there are numerous examples of buildings of similar height. (See section 4)
Having three storeys therefore would not be inappropriate. In some places, having another set-back
fourth storey would not be visible from street-level. In our experience, buildings that ‘step up’ in
height tend to be perceived as acceptable as the impact of the change in height is minimised. Having
four storeys (with the top being set back) on the edge of the site or the corner could work and should
be considered.
Ongoing car-parking: Many visitors arrive in Taunton via car. Despite aspirations for improved public
transport links, there is likely to be an ongoing need for visitor car parking spaces. The new
development should ideally seek to provide up to 25 car parking spaces with the precise proportion
of public and residential to be agreed.
Materials, Façade and fenestration pattern: The buildings in the immediate surroundings present have
a clear urban and simple character. They are in line with broader polling around what is popular. The
buildings below might be good models – though perhaps with more greenery. In section 4 we outline
some other potential inspirations from around Taunton.

The corner of Tancred Street and Duke Street: the Tancred Street/ Duke Street corner of the site has a
very wide radius (see below left). This encourages cars to take the corner at a higher speed. This
negatively impacts the experience of pedestrians in this space. Future development should ‘tighten’
this corner, as shown below. This would increase the amount of space available for greenery or
homes.
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Before and after at Tancred St / Duke St (the corner should be treated with tarmac and the line of
buildings can change but this is to demonstrate the required change in street layout)
Clear backs and fronts: development on this sits should have very clear public and private space –
public on the inside of the block, and private on the outside, with small private front gardens, which
are associated with better wellbeing outcomes.1 An example of a possible version of this approach
(to demonstrate the concept rather than as specific design recommendation) is below:

A clear block structure with ‘clear backs and fronts’ are also associated with lower crime and higher
values.
One possible design approach: The sketch map below sets out one possible approach to this design
brief though it is not the only one conceivable. In this approach;

1 See Boys Smith

(2016), Heart in the Right Street.
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•
•

A new urban block is created on the west of the site with clear private and communal garden
within the block
A street runs east from Molly Malone’s pub with car parking alongside it. This could be either
public or reserved for residents (or both)

An alternative approach might not create the new street running alongside the pub but would
instead ‘run’ a new block into the existing block to the south.
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2. St James Street garage site
Overall Context: The site is located in Taunton town centre, 3 minutes’ walk from North Street. It is
around 0.2 hectares in size. To the north is the County Ground, home to Somerset County Cricket.

Current Condition: the site is currently a car garage. The site was removed from the Conservation Area
in 1998. The edge of the site is roads on three sides, with existing buildings on the south-east side. In
2016 its estimated approximate housing capacity was 40 units 2

2

https://www.tauntondeane.gov.uk/media/1132/housing-and-employment-land-availability-report-march2016.pdf
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Suggested design brief for the future of the site: The St James St garage site should be redeveloped to:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•

Provide 27-40 new homes (in a mix of flats and terraced house with private and communal
gardens);
Provide new commercial and retail use;
The precise split of residential, commercial and retail should follow viability analysis;
Provide a total of around 2,000-2,400m2 GIA mainly over three storeys (with partial fourth storeys
set-back);
Retain some car parking, likely to be for new residents;
Be delivered via a traditional block structure, with private and communal gardens on the inside
and fronts to homes facing the street;
Retain, where possible, some of the existing buildings on Middle Street - incorporated into the
block structure;
Provide interior open space, accessed through archways or gates; and
(Probably) continue the existing block on St James Street, providing parking in front of it, and
private gardens to the rear. More on the benefits of private green space can be found in the
appendix.
It would also be good to investigate whether there is potential for live / work units here perhaps
with space for start-ups and small firms.

Mix of uses: The site is located in the town centre, which is home to a wide range of shops. The site
should be developed as a mix of uses including terraced houses, flats, shops and commercial space.
As far as possible new homes and commercial and retail space should be designed with future
flexibility in mind so that uses can evolve in the future. The scope for live / work units should be
investigated.
Height: As with Duke Street, the buildings adjacent to the St James Street site are predominantly 3
storeys in height. Indeed, the sites are less than a 5-minute walk from each other so the broader
context is similar. Again, therefore, having three to four storeys with another set back would appear
to be appropriate on this site.
Car-parking: As, unlike the Duke Street site, the site is currently a garage and not a public car park,
we anticipate that there should be less parking on this site. Nevertheless, car parking could be
provided, most likely on St James Street, either for residents or the general public.
Materials, Façade and fenestration pattern: Some very local examples (facing the site) are below:
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Other nearby (though not coterminous) local examples which show different textures and colours
include:

Some of the existing buildings on Middle Street (shown below) may also be used as a model,
particularly in terms of materials. This is particularly pertinent should they be retained which would
be ideal and which might work well with live / work units.

One possible design approach: The sketch map below sets out one possible approach to this design
brief though it is not the only one conceivable. In this approach the key characteristics of the layout
are:
•
•

A traditional block structure for the majority of the site, with private communal space on the
interior;
The interior open space is accessed through archways or gates;
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•

•
•

The existing buildings on the west side of Middle Street could be incorporated into the
design. The image below shows that the building at (4) could be part of the new traditional
block structure. The other buildings could be incorporated into the broader block structure;
On the side of St James Street the existing block is continued. Parking is provided in front of
it, and private gardens to the rear of these housing units; and
On the street-facing sides of the blocks, small front gardens could be included.
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3. For both sites
Key planning policies: some of the key local planning policies and documents which affect this are
•
•
•
•

Taunton Deane Borough Council Local Plan, Core Strategy see here;
Taunton Deane Borough Council Site Allocations and Development Management Plan and maps
see here and here;
Taunton Deane Borough Council Town Centre Action Plan (2008) see here; and
Taunton Deane Borough Council Garden Town bid see here.

Materials: buildings in Taunton are characterised by their use of a range of bricks and stone types,
often locally-sourced. Somerset has a very rich and varied use of local building materials, and
Taunton has fine examples of almost all major building stone from this highly diverse part of England.
In this way the town is extremely fortunate to have such a heritage and so many options for
developers – it is vital that this opportunity is grasped.
A key point on bricks is whether they are real or brick panels. Brick panels can work but the nature of
the joins is crucial. Abrupt and visible lines can create risks in future and also looks (and is) cheap.
They can ruin brick facades when cheaply and too visibly done.

Across Taunton, there is plenty of variety in building character, but strong vertical and horizontal
variegation is consistent across these styles. So is the presence of detailing around windows, roofs
and doorways. Below are some examples. However we would strongly encourage that a robust visual
preference survey was carried out as part of the co-design process (detailed below.)
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Suggested co-design process. All of the above, for both sites, should be seen as an attempt to
contextualise the site and begin the process of considering how best to develop them. This report
should be seen as an early-stage attempt to set some parameters for potential development.
However, to fully develop a brief and to develop the site beyond that, we would encourage a codesign approach. This would involve members of the local neighbourhood and other relevant
stakeholders sitting down, with pencils and paper, and working up a design together. We would
recommend a process that included a main ‘charrette,’ but also, prior to the main workshop:
•
•

•

A ‘launch event,’ introducing the process, to be publicised in the media.
The forming of a steering group made up of key stakeholders, including local community
members, businesses, landowners, and representatives (both officers and members) of Taunton
Deane Borough Council, and including the facilitators and the architects.
A process of identifying and inviting relevant individuals and groups to the charrette, with
consideration of ‘hard to reach’ groups and specific actions taken to reach them.

These could then be followed by the one-day ‘charrette.’ (illustrative images of other Create Streets
charrettes below)
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Charrette: either one charrette could be held for each site (ideal), or potentially one for both. The
event would be held as close as possible to each site and would be open to the general public. The
structure of the day would be agreed beforehand by the steering group. However, no specific plans
or proposals will be prepared by architects/designers in advance: the purpose of the day will be to
draw up plans together, with architects facilitating and sketching out the community’s ideas. There
could be specific exercises as part of the day. These could include:
•
•
•
•

a walkabout towards the beginning of the day, looking at the local surroundings and a range of
buildings that might serve as inspiration;
an exercise looking at visual preferences around facades and materials;
and an exercise considering the uses of the site; and
The steering group may wish to include other exercises or sessions focusing on other elements.

Following the charrette, the design team will work to consolidate comments/ideas from participants,
write-up key themes and draw illustrations. They will liaise with the steering group during this time.
Following this there will be another session in which the design team report back and present the
worked-up versions of the plans produced in the session. They will take on feedback on this work and
produce further iterations of their design.
4. Conclusion
If the recommendations of this brief are followed, both the design and the process will be co-led with
the local community. The final output is therefore more likely to be well-supported, in its layout,
appearance and use. The presence of facilitators and architects throughout the co-design process will
also ensure the designs are deliverable – the point of a charrette is that any issues can be discussed
openly during the process, and resolved through consensus-forming. Constraints will be clearly
indicated to participants from the outset, and so the justification behind any necessary compromises
will be understood by everyone involved. It is clear that these sites, in their town centre location, offer
a fantastic opportunity for development that the whole town can get behind and enjoy, and that will
enhance the quality of the town centre not just upon completion, but for decades to come. Getting
these sites right is vital for Taunton, and we hope that this indicative design brief demonstrates how
this can be done in a positive, pragmatic and popular way.
CREATE streets
July 2018
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Appendix 1: Extract from Heart in the Right Street (2016)
6. Greenery is (normally) good but with crucial caveats
The recent secondary literature on the impact of ‘greenery’ is fairly positive and certainly extensive.3 Green
is good. And this has fed though into planning decisions and the ‘PR’ of development.4

6.1 ‘Green is good’
At one level this is completely reasonable. At least ten studies have now shown a link between regularly
looking out at an attractive green environment and mood, stress, recovery from mental fatigue and
wellbeing5. Most strikingly patients who look out at an attractive environment require less medication and
recover more quickly than those who do not. To cite the classic study by Roger Ulrich in 1984;
‘Records on recovery after cholecystectomy of patients in a suburban Pennsylvania hospital between 1972
and 1981 were examined to determine whether assignment to a room with a window view of a natural
setting might have restorative influences. Twenty-three surgical patients assigned to rooms with windows
looking out on a natural scene had shorter postoperative hospital stays, received fewer negative
evaluative comments in nurses' notes, and took fewer potent analgesics than 23 matched patients in
similar rooms with windows facing a brick building wall.’6
These benefits carry through into the measurable wellbeing of residents. There is excellent recent
evidence that (at least in prosperous areas) well managed communal gardens can be positively associated
with high levels of neighbourliness, activity and community awareness.7 And at least eight studies have
shown some level of vegetation near to buildings can be associated with lower levels of expected crime,
fear of crime or with lower levels of residents’ violence. More strikingly, a study of one of the US’s poorest
districts (98 apartment buildings in the 1940s Ida B. Wells public housing development in Chicago) showed
how buildings without trees and greenery round them suffered from predictably more crime than
buildings with trees and vegetation. This was true even when building height and size were controlled for.
Levels of vegetation explained as much as 7-8% of variance in crime block to block. Academics believe
that this is due both to the calming effect of greenery and to its association with greater outdoor use of
spaces.8

3

For example see Montgomery, C., (2013) Happy City,pp.109-25. The following two sections where we have not attempted
a comprehensive review of the literature relies in part on Montgomery’s excellent summary of the evidence. We are aware
of over 70 relevant studies.
4 For example, the public defence for the 220-metre tower at South Quay Plaza by Foster & Partners development
(approved by Tower Hamlets Council in November 2014) was that it would be all right because public space was being put
at the base. Evening Standard, 19 November 2014.
5 For a more extensive discussion of the evidence linking greenery and mental wellbeing see, Kuo, F., Sullivan, W. (2001),
‘Environment and Crime in the Inner City: does Vegetation reduce crime?’, Environment and Behavior, p.347.
6 Ulirch, R (1984), ‘View through a window may influence recovery from surgery’, Science, 224, p.420. This is a brilliant piece
of research which carefully chose 23 pairs of patients controlling for their condition, lifestyle and even nurse so that their
windows remained the main variable.
7 Andersson, J. (2015), “Living in a communal garden” associated with well-being while reducing urban sprawl by 40%: a
mixed-methods cross-sectional study, Public Health, July 2015,
8 Kuo, F., Sullivan, W. (2001), ‘Environment and Crime in the Inner City: does Vegetation reduce crime?’, Environment and
Behavior, pp.359-64.
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The theory that that humans are evolutionarily ‘hardwired to find particular scenes of nature calming and
restorative’ is often referred to as the ‘biophilic’ theory. Further evidence seems to support it.9 Certainly
in experiments and in polling nearly everyone, be they Kenyan, Portuguese, Chinese or American seem to
express a preference for open landscapes of grassland with high-visibility and scattered groups of trees
and bushes, the sort of landscape in fact in which we evolved. Unconsciously generations of landscape
artists, town-planners and suburban residents have been replicating precisely this form of landscape. In
very different ways, Capability Brown’s aristocratic eighteenth century landscapes, Ebenezer Howard’s
new towns, Le Corbusier’s high rise utopias and Patrick Abercrombie’s Greater London Plan all tried to
create buildings which sat in a natural, rolling ‘landscape of good health’ as unsullied as possible by overt
human-intervention.
Our preference, our need, for restful, soothing landscape to be in or to overlook continues to influence
what we design and build. This is not surprising. Although value is not the focus of this survey, several
studies have shown that people are prepared to pay more for an identical home with a view of greenery
to one without. One 2008 study of housing in Wales found that houses overlooking a park attracted a
measurable value premium, other things being equal.10 A 2005 study found that the average increase in
English property values for homes with park views or which were near parks was 5-7%.11

6.2 But where, what and how…
And yet, of course, it is not as simple as this. The first problem is that greenery that is too thick or which
might potentially harbour criminals waiting to pounce can frighten, create stress and indeed correlate with
higher crime. Eight studies have shown high levels of general fear or fear of crime associated with denser
vegetation specifically in parks or more generally. To cite one summary of the evidence;
‘In safety ratings for 180 scenes of parking lots, the more a photo was covered by vegetation, the lower
the perceived security. And in research examining fear of crime on a university campus, dense understories
that reduced views into areas where criminals might hide were associated with fear of crime. In these and
other studies, view distance seems to be an important factor. Fear of crime is higher where vegetation
blocks views.’12
This would appear, at least on occasions, to be rational.
‘Not only has dense vegetation been linked to general fears and to fear of crime in particular, but two
studies have pointed more directly at a facilitative role of vegetation in crime. In the first study, park
managers and park police indicated that dense vegetation is regularly used by criminals to conceal their
activities … In the second, … automobile burglars described how they used dense vegetation in a variety
of ways, including to conceal their selection of a target and their escape from the scene, to shield their

9 Montgomery,

C. (2013), Happy City, p.111.
Dolan, P. & Metcalfe, R. (2008), ‘Valuing non-market goods: a comparison of preference-based and experience-based
approaches’ in LSE Seminar Papers, p.18.
11 CABE Space (2005), Does money grow on trees?
12 Kuo, F., Sullivan, W. (2001), ‘Environment and Crime in the Inner City: does Vegetation reduce crime?’, Environment and
Behavior, p.345. The studies being summarised are: Schroeder, H., & Anderson, L. (1984). Perception of personal safety in
urban recreation
10

sites. Journal of Leisure Research, 16, pp.178-94 and Nasar, J. & Fisher, B. (1993). “Hot spots” of fear and crime: A multimethod investigation. Journal of Environmental Psychology, 13, pp.187-206.
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examination of stolen goods, and finally, in the disposal of unwanted goods …The clear theme in all these
studies is that dense vegetation provides potential cover for criminal activities, possibly increasing the
likelihood of crime and certainly increasing the fear of crime. Large shrubs, underbrush and dense woods
all substantially diminish visibility and therefore are capable of supporting criminal activity.’13
As the Chicago Ida B. Wells study showed this is not always or necessarily true but it clearly can be true. In
a telling illustration of the problem of the capacity of vegetation to be threatening as well as restorative,
when a resident was shot in a communal garden on the South London Aylesbury Estate his body lay
undiscovered for 24 hours.14
A second problem is that managing greenery can be expensive. When the Ida B. Wells development in
Chicago discussed above was first built all the courtyards had tress and grass but ‘over time, many of these
green spaces have been paved in an effort to keep dust down and maintenance costs low; this paving has
killed many of the original trees.’15 There is evidence that green space is degrading into hard paving for
reasons of economy in the UK right now.16 Clearly, designing beautiful green space only for it to grow into
potentially threatening vegetation or be cut down to barren paving is not much of a success. But, certainly
communally, the type of biologically complex, parkland or mini-parkland that seems to optimise both
what people like and in which they best relax is not necessarily cheap to manage. No one can honestly
guarantee that there will be a budget or the social capital for the management of a given portion of green
space indefinitely. Private developments can be mismanaged. Public budgets can be cut. Communal
gardening schemes can wither and die.
Thirdly, even if well-maintained, green space clearly needs to be used and seen to be effective. This is not
just a matter of landscape management and the need for well-maintained not overly-dense vegetation. It
also a matter of urban form and town-planning. Greenery that is too big, too rare and too far from the
home may not be used. An indicative survey of dozens of New Yorkers found that none of them had been
to Central Park in the previous week.17 By contrast, there is some evidence that the actual experience of
gardening, of physically engaging with the soil brings the most benefits of all.18 UK focus group research
by MORI also shows that, given the choice, most people would rather have access to modest private
gardens which they can use effortlessly every day and which seem to work better in managing family
stress and wellbeing. MORI found that ‘private gardens were preferred to shared gardens’ and that typical
British apartment block residents interviewed ‘appreciated that the properties were set in a natural area
[but] they felt that this space was difficult to use as a personal outdoor area as sharing the area with others
did not tend to work well.’19 Parents had the strongest preference for private gardens. One interviewee
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Kuo, F., Sullivan, W. (2001), ‘Environment and Crime in the Inner City: does Vegetation reduce crime?’, Environment and
Behavior, p.345
14 Boys Smith, N., Morton A. (2013), Create Streets, p. 41.
15 Kuo, F., Sullivan, W. (2001), ‘Environment and Crime in the Inner City: does Vegetation reduce crime?’, Environment and
Behavior, pp.350-1.
16 Jones, M. (2012) High density housing – the impact on tenants.
17 Montgomery, C. (2013), Happy City, p.121. This evidence is less robust than most of the sources cited in this survey.
18 Guitart D., Pickering C., Byrne J. (2012), ‘Past results and future directions in urban community gardens research. Urban
For Urban Green 11, pp.364-73. Pillmer, K., Fuller-Rowell, T., Reid, M, Wells, N. (2010), ‘Environmental outcomes and
volunteering over a twenty year period’, The Gerontologist, pp.594-602.
19 RIBA

(2012), The way we live now, p. 49., p. 52. This evidence is less robust than most of the sources cited in this survey.
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commented: ‘I would like my living space to lead onto my garden. At the moment I’m upstairs and the
garden’s down. My son is a terror, he needs space to run but I don’t always want to be out in the garden.’20
Finally, recent research has highlighted that greenery is not the only or necessarily even the most
consistent aspect of a view that people find scenic or beautiful. It is the quality that matters. Analysis of
1.5 million ratings for ‘scenicness’ (sic) of 212,000 photos found that ‘differences in reports of health can
be better explained by the ‘scenicness’ of the local environment than by measurements of greenspace.’21
One of the researchers commented;
‘This is a fascinating finding. Just because a place is green does not compel us to feel better on its own. It
seems to be that the beauty of the environment, as measured by scenicness, is of crucial importance. Our
results suggest that the beauty of our everyday environment might have more practical importance than
was previously believed. In order to ensure the wellbeing of local inhabitants, urban planners and
policymakers might find it valuable to consider the aesthetics of the environment when embarking upon
large projects to build new parks, housing developments or highways. Our findings imply that simply
introducing greenery, without considering the beauty of the resulting environment, might not be
enough.’22
So greenery may normally be ‘good’ for wellbeing but what it is, where it is, how it is managed, how it
actually looks is crucial. It can go very wrong or end up wasted. Nor is greenery the only way to achieve a
sense of beauty. It is possibly not even the most efficient way. As we shall see below, the ‘extreme’ though
opposite responses to the ‘green is always good’ agenda (towers in space at one end, strung out suburbia
at the other) also come with some of their own wellbeing and practical challenges. The wider evidence will
then start to highlight effective ways to inter-weave greenery with everyday life in a way that would
appear to work reliably for most residents over time.

20

RIBA (2012), The way we live now, p. 53.
Seresinhe, C. I. et al. (2015) ‘Quantifying the Impact of Scenic Environments on Health’. Sci. Rep. 5, 16899; doi:
10.1038/srep16899. This paper is discussed in more detail in section 9.8
21

22

Daily Telegraph, 28 December 2015, ‘Beautiful urban architecture boosts health as much as green spaces.’
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