
Best Practice Note Number 7©TIBBALDS JUNE 2016 1How to make Design Codes a tool for delivery

Best Practice note
Number 7 
June 2016

How to make Design Codes a tool for delivery

Often overlooked during the 
development process by those 
who haven’t used them or seen the 
benefits before, Design Codes are an 
important tool for delivery.

Design Codes are practical 
documents that set the design 
principles and requirements for a 
new development. They instruct the 
work of architects, engineers and 
developers and help to deliver high 
quality developments by providing 
clarity, from the outset, on the ethos of 
the development and the standards 
required of everyone involved.

As well as creating Design Codes for 
a number of large-scale, mixed use 
projects, Tibbalds has produced a 
practice manual on design coding for 
the DCLG. Here are our key principles 
for commissioning or undertaking this 
work.

1 Recognise when a Design Code is 
needed

The bigger the project, the longer its duration, the 
more likely it is to be parcelled off for development 
by different parties or the more different delivery 
mechanisms it needs to offer – eg  volume 
housebuilder, SME developer, self-build – the 
more Design Codes are needed.

They bring together all the key elements of a 
successful community or large scale development 
needed to maintain quality and value in a coherent 
way. Done well, they also create a flexible 
structure that ensures major developments can 
respond to market requirements they evolve. 

Design Codes are especially useful following light 
touch outline planning consents, helping to bridge 
the divide between high level principles and the 
detail needed for reserved matters applications, 
allowing projects to move forward with greater 
certainty.

2 Get the basics right

At a basic level, a Design Code combines text and 
diagrams explaining the precise requirements 
for the physical elements, streets, buildings, 
landscape and infrastructure of developments. 

Good Design Codes, though, are based on a 
specific vision for an area and provide guidelines 
that are essential to creating a good place, 
advising on the design of the whole development, 
not just streets and buildings.

They streamline the planning and development 
process because all parties know what is 
expected of them and have agreed to follow the 
Codes’ guidelines. 

The first codes were actually introduced in the 
UK in 1667 to guide the rebuilding of the City of 
London following the Great Fire and have been 
used ever since in a number of high profile and 
award-winning housing developments. They are 
already used across many European countries 
to control the development quality, including 
Germany, the Netherlands and France. Great Western park: Illustrative sketch of the Neighbourhood Square

“Design codes provide 
clarity on a project from 
the outset”

“The bigger the project, 
the more you need 
Design Codes”
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3 Bring together placemaking skills and 
technical knowledge

Producing a Design Code is complex and many 
different aspects relating to the design and 
construction of infrastructure, streets, spaces and 
buildings need to be taken into consideration. The 
author must have knowledge not only of good 
placemaking principles, but also the technical 
and commercial requirements of building a large 
new settlement, such as highway requirements, 
waste, utilities and phasing. They will therefore 
need to take specialist advice from highway and 
civil engineers, as well as landscape architects, to 
complement their own skills. 

4 Get the right people involved

A collaborative process is as important as the 
final document. The process should involve local 
planning and highway authorities, public bodies 
that will adopt infrastructure and streets, technical 
consultants, the client and where appropriate, 
other stakeholders and the general public.

Northstowe: Urban Design Framework Shorncliffe Garrison: Illustrative masterplan sketch proposals

Further information

Click a link below to find out more:

■■ Northstowe

■■ Great Western Park

■■ Shorncliffe Garrison

Katja Stille is an urban designer specialising in 
large scale projects and detailed architectural 
design and research, including work on design 
coding that has helped shape government guidance 
to the industry. Working with public sector bodies, 
private landowners and their teams, she develops 
masterplans and development frameworks, and 
undertakes characterisation studies, case studies 
and urban design appraisals. At the heart of all her 
work is a focus on strategic definition and retaining 
good design and placemaking principles.

Contact

e: katja.stille@tibbalds.co.uk
t: 020 7089 2134

“A collaborative process 
is as important as the 
final document”
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http://tibbalds.co.uk/2016/06/design-codes-tool-delivery/
http://tibbalds.co.uk/2012/06/great-western-park-didcot/
http://tibbalds.co.uk/2015/12/2865/
mailto:katja.stille@tibbalds.co.uk

