Place review and design review
PLACE Review is mentioned in 12 of the 60 recommendations of the Farrell Review. It is central to how Farrell envisages the goodwill of professionals being harnessed to make a contribution to improving the quality of place beyond their day-to-day roles. The most significant is recommendation #22: 

Design Review Panels should become PLACE Review Panels (Planning, Landscape, Architecture, Conservation and Engineering) and include professionals from each of these fields. The “Design Review: Principles and Practice” guidance produced by the Royal Institute of British Architects (RIBA), Cabe at the Design Council, the Royal Town Planning Institute (RTPI) and the Landscape Institute (LI) makes the case for panels to be cross- professional and underlines the importance of best practice. This guidance should be adopted by all PLACE Review Panels used by local planning authorities. At the same time, they should become less like a crit at architecture school with peers passing judgement, and more enabling and collaborative. 

Initially this proposal confused design review providers, such as the Design Network members.  It sets up a caricature of design review which most of us do not recognise. We have long since ceased to run design reviews like crits at architecture school and our panels have for many years contained a balance of professional expertise.  Nevertheless it does contain a challenge that independent design support providers need to respond to.  In response we have facilitated a number of discussions about the challenge to design review practice not least a conference in January 2015 entitled ‘Towards Place Review’ which was attended by 200 people. 

What has emerged is the idea that place review is a separate ‘product’ to design review and does not make it redundant, even if in some cases place reviews might replace design reviews.  We need to develop our practice on two fronts; to make design review more effective and relevant and to find opportunities to pilot place reviews.  These two challenges are explored separately below. 

Developing Design Review

As providers of design review our experience tells us how effective the advice of expert panels can be in improving the quality of schemes, getting better value from them and easing the planning process.  It is all the more frustrating therefore that 

· this opportunity for improvement is not taken by the majority of new developments,  

· when schemes are presented to design review panels, it is often too late in the design process to be really effective. 

A further challenge to design review practice has come from some politicians who have pointed out the lack of connection with community engagement and in some cases with the general pre-application discussion process.

One action that could make design review more effective would be a tweaking of the NPPF to strengthen the requirement on local authorities to have design review arrangements.  One of the most effective ways of getting all schemes over a certain size in front of design review panels is to incorporate it into the planning validation checklist.  

But this is not enough as schemes can often come too late if developers only notice this requirement at the point when they are making their applications.  Local authorities need to be pro-active in their pre-application guidance to ensure that design review (and in some cases place review) is integrated in the process of design development at the pre-application stage alongside community and stakeholder engagement.  If validation checklists required an independent sign-off of this comprehensive process then design review would be seen as an integral part of design development rather than a separate box to tick. 

Design review and place review would also be more widely used and respected if it was seen to be locally owned.  We need to explore ways of embedding design review in local design initiatives which could take the form of partnerships between the local design and development community and the local authority.  This is very much in the spirit of the Farrell Review which challenges built environment professionals to be more ‘civic’.  It is also more appropriate to the age of austerity. 

However, we would caution that design review needs to be professionally managed. In some regions a proliferation of local panels threatens the viability and credibility of quality design review services. The Design Network have been in discussions with the RIBA about establishing a quality standard for Design Review which would enable the RIBA (and we hope other professional bodies) to endorse quality design review and discourage the use of poor quality panels (or at least make clear that they are not ‘design review’ within the meaning of the NPPF). The 10 principles articulated in Design Review Principles and Practice are a starting point for such a standard but are not specific enough and need interpreting in the context of different types of panels.
Initiating Place Review

Place Review should be seen as the name for reviews of existing places as in recommendation #25 which says: “There should be PLACE Reviews of existing places such as high streets, hospitals and housing estates.” 
At first glance this seems like Farrell is proposing something totally new.  But there are many precedents for place review in existing practice including:

· The Placecheck system of community engagement originally developed by the urban design alliance 

· The Prince’s Foundation’s Enquiry by Design process.

· English Heritage’s Urban Panel

· The Academy of Urbanism’s diagnostic visits and city x-rays.  

· Good community engagement practice around major developments which is often badged as a ‘charrette’

· Stakeholder workshops delivered by Design Network members for local authorities ahead of major urban extensions or to develop or to help develop new planning guidance

There is a great deal of experience and good practice to be drawn from to develop models for conducting place reviews.  The key elements of this would be:

· reviewing a place rather than a scheme (this could be a village, small town, town centre, neighbourhood or city quarter).  This implies a much greater emphasis on reviewing the existing context

· engaging independent experts from a range of built environment disciplines

· stakeholder and wider community engagement

There are a number of options as to how place reviews might be used and resourced: 

· Place reviews could form part of the design development process described above.  For larger schemes one could envisage a process that started with a place review and as designs were subsequently developed they would come back to design review. 

· Place reviews could be initiated and paid for by local authorities or landowners at the outset of major regeneration projects.  

· Place reviews could be initiated by groups of concerned citizens who feel that ‘something must be done’ about their place and want to kick-start a process of thinking about renewal.  In this case a combination of pro-bono professional support and crowd-funding could provide the resources required. 

· Place reviews are the ideal start to a local plan development or neighbourhood planning process.  Indeed local plan development would benefit greatly from starting with a review process led by independent experts. 
Next steps
The Place Alliance has formed a Place Review working group that will be meeting shortly.  This group needs to find ways to involve the professional bodies as they will be critical in ensuring that design review continues to have credibility and that take-up levels are improved and that place review takes off as a concept. In time other bodies might be brought into this group (such as representatives of local panels that have passed the quality threshold, or people from the world of public procurement). 
It should not be seen as a permanent group but more as a task-and-finish group that will address the immediate agenda and then dissolve, but could be reconvened from time to time if needed by the Place Alliance. 

The agenda or task list would be: 

· Discuss how design review should evolve in future 

· Establish a quality standard for review services 

· Lobby for a strengthening of the National Planning Policy Framework and Planning Policy 
· Establish a working definition of place review and good practice guidelines

· Develop a tool-kit to encourage the wider use of place review 
· Plan actions to ensure the implementation of all the Farrell recommendations regarding place review 

· Plan and initiate a campaign to encourage take-up of reviews, perhaps starting with a survey of local authorities, developers and architects as to attitudes to design review and reasons for using it or not using it 
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