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SHORT BLUE PLACE
Barking Borough Council has created a public space to link new developments

Like many town centres, Barking has 
been suffering from reduced footfall. 
Barking and Dagenham Borough Council 
made the decision to heavily invest in a 
new Technical Skills Academy (TSA) in 
the heart of the town centre, with over 
600 students and 125 staff, together 
with facilitating land assembly for a new 
supermarket with 100 flats above. It was 
critical that these footfall generating 
developments be linked to the main high 
street (East Street) by a high quality public 
space, Short Blue Place.

A LINKING SPACE
We recognised that positive changes to the 
existing fabric of the town centre required 
a compelling public realm to link the 
spaces and new developments together 
and create a unified place. The council 
was successful in securing some Outer 
London Fund monies and led the scheme, 
appointing urban designers Patel Taylor 
who worked with engineers Project Centre 
and landscape artists Muf. The Project 
steering group also involved the Greater 
London Authority. 

Barking has become known for its high 
quality public realm, especially following 
the success of Barking Town Square and 
the arboretum, which won Best European 
Public Space in 2008. This requires strong 
leadership in ensuring design is central 
and our approach is dominated by the use 
of high quality materials and mature tree 
planting. 

To create the entrance to Short Blue 
Place, we acquired and demolished some 
unattractive 1960s retail units which lay 
between two of East Street’s most historic 
buildings. 

The supermarket currently under 
construction will include a café with 
seating extending out onto the public 
space. With the completion of the 
supermarket, Short Blue Place will be 
extended to provide access to North Street 
and further connect up the town centre.

We recognised that a successful place 
is generated from a strong understanding 
of the surrounding context and the 
identification of the existing assets of the 
site. The approach taken was:

A  UNDERSTAND CONTEXT AND 
IDENTIFY ASSETS

   +
B  INGREDIENTS AND PRINCIPLES 

FOR A SUCCESSFUL PUBLIC SPACE
   +
C  RESPONSE TO SETTING AND THE 

COMMUNITY
   =
 A SUCCESSFUL PLACE

TOWNSCAPE ELEMENTS
The principal public realm elements 
seek to articulate the legibility and 
identity of the development through a 
cohesive selection of materials, design 
and detailing, to create well-connected, 
permeable streets and places. The design 
adopted the following elements:
•  A unifying ground plane: utilising 

the grey granite from our public realm 
palette – the Barking Code – to link 
Short Blue Place into the wider town 
centre

•  Lining Strategies: addressing the poor 
blank façades onto the space by use of 
colour (a striking red rendered wall), 
landscaping (pleached trees and a row 
of birches) and building a new brick 
wall using high quality bricks to match 
the existing historic Fawley House

•  Focal points: the existing Magistrates 
Court and a striking tree as a 
counterpoint

•  Good quality paving materials and 
co-ordinated furniture in line with the 
Barking Code, plus attractive lighting 
which enhances the space and makes it 
welcoming after dark.

The design development involved 
extensive stakeholder and public 
consultation.

The public realm design aimed to 
support the development proposals by 
providing breathing spaces, changes of 
texture and colour, softness and greenery, 

all of which enhance the characteristics of 
the place. The primary landscape elements 
combined to articulate Short Blue Place 
were:
•  A mature specimen tree (Scots Pine) in 

a red granite bench surround as a focal 
point

•  A wall of pleached trees against the 
striking red background 

•  A row/cluster of silver birch trees.

The design builds on features and 
materials used in Barking Town Square, 
including paving with blocks of different 
size, shape and shade of pink granite, 
including a long strip of pink granite 
running the length of the space.

On one side of the square, a new brick 
wall has been built to screen a rear service 
yard and an electricity sub-station. 
Attractive wooden doors have been 
provided to gain access to the sub-station 
but giving the impression of something 
more interesting behind, in the same way 
that the town square’s Secret Garden folly 
suggests. 

The entrance to Short Blue Place 
includes a striking model of a Short 
Blue fishing smack (attached to Fawley 
House) together with an interpretation 
board designed in the style of a historic 
newspaper.

CONCLUSIONS
Short Blue Place builds on the history 
and heritage assets of the town centre 

but fuses it with modern architecture. 
The overall effect is of a calm, relaxing 
space in the heart of the town centre. The 
space is being well used and has been 
well received by the public, highlighting 
the importance of good urban design in 
creating successful places. 

The project involved working with a 
number of stakeholders for whom design 
considerations were low on their list of 
priorities. Careful negotiations and finesse 
were therefore required to address their 
needs without jeopardising the design 
principles. 

As such, one of the key lessons learned 
is about early engagement of stakeholders 
and the public in the design process. This 
learning will be very helpful in taking 
forward the next stage of public realm 
improvements around the Magistrates 
Court. •

↙ View down Short Blue Place to 
the Magistrates Court from the TSA 
balcony. 
↓ Top: Aerial photograph prior to 
scheme implementation
Bottom: Overlay of the implemented 
Short Blue Place, TSA and the 
supermarket under construction. 

↓ The Rick Mather Architects 
designed TSA with Short Blue 
Place’s tree
↘ The birch trees and pleached 
trees
↘↘ Pink benches in front of the 
pleached trees being used by TSA 
students

WHY SHORT BLUE PLACE?
The name reflects Barking’s heritage as 
Britain’s busiest fishing port which was 
largely due to the success of the Short 
Blue fleet. Fawley House at the entrance 
of Short Blue Place is one of the oldest 
buildings in the town centre and was 
previously owned by Scrymgeour Hewett 
who established the fleet. The name and 
associated signage was a key part of 
the design concept linking the modern 
public realm with the borough’s rich 
heritage.
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A COMMON LANGUAGE
Our Place has developed a common 
language that links community 
participation to planning policy and 
guidance about the value of local 
character. As a result the project has 
begun to create Our Place community 
practitioners who have initiated their own 
Our Place projects. In Henleaze the local 
amenity society’s Our Place process will 
inform a community design statement.
This approach has the support of the local 
ward councillors who see it as a way for 
the local group to be proactive in shaping 
the future of their neighbourhood in 
partnership with the local authority.

SOCIAL MEDIA
The results of these Our Place activities 
can be quickly disseminated using the 
CDG created Design Bristol social media 
site (www.designbristol.ning.com/) 
that helps communities share draft Our 
Place documents and invite comments. 
CDG have also been using social media 
to record and evaluate the process, 
particularly with the use of Storify (www.
storify.com/Locallearning/our-place-
oldbury-court ) These social media tools 
help the sharing of the community’s 
experience and is encouraging others to 
participate.

The results of an Our Place project 
can also be added to Know Your Place 
either as a description of the context 
or of specific features of local interest. 
This helps to widen the understanding 
of the distinctiveness of individual 
neighbourhoods and begins a collaborative 
placemaking process based on a thorough 
understanding of place. •

KNOW YOUR PLACE
A participatory approach to placemaking

For the last two years Bristol City 
Council’s City Design Group (CDG) has 
been developing tools, training and 
methodologies aimed at:
•  Promoting the creation of quality places
•  Encouraging greater participation in 

placemaking
•  Embedding heritage at the heart of 

sustainable urban design.

Fundamental to achieving these aims is 
Know Your Place (www.bristol.gov.uk/
knowyourplace), a highly innovative web-
based tool to engage local communities 
in shaping neighbourhoods. The project 
was created by the City Design Group and 
the council’s GIS team in partnership with 
local communities, and part-funded by 
English Heritage. The aim of the tool is 
to enable communities to learn about the 
historic development of Bristol and use 
this knowledge to inform decisions about 
planning at the neighbourhood scale. 

The web resource provides access 
to many of the city’s historic archives 
through a mapping interface that allows 
users to overlay different historic maps 
and to upload locally sourced information. 
Contributions to Know Your Place directly 
enhance the Historic Environment Record 
(HER) and are an immediate material 
planning consideration.

OUR PLACE
In association with this online facility 
the CDG have developed Our Place, a 
community character-mapping tool that 
enables members of the public to define 
the character and distinctiveness of their 
neighbourhood. The toolkit has created 
a visual language that links the character 
description to the local development 
management policy on local character and 
distinctiveness. 

The toolkit is based on the urban design 
notations developed by Gordon Cullen 
and Kevin Lynch and is similar to other 
neighbourhood planning tools such as 
Placecheck. However, what sets Our Place 
apart from these existing tools, is the 
direct and systematic link between the 
participatory process and planning policy. 

We have established a methodology 
that enables communities to participate 
in character mapping, to understand the 
value of the process and define their local 
context in accordance with HER data 
structures. The approach reduces the 
resource implications of a participatory 
approach for the local authority, as 
the data collected is returned in the 
appropriate format and can be directly 
related to Development Management 
policies on local character and 
distinctiveness.

Our Place has been trialled in five 
varied areas of the city, from inner city 
environments to open parkland, and from 
conservation areas to post war housing 

estates. In one instance the approach 
has enabled the community to create a 
Conservation Area Character Appraisal 
with limited resource implications for 
the local authority. After one day of 
mapping by the community, the results 
were added to an established Our 
Place character template that defines 
the local character areas along with 
specific challenges and opportunities 
(www.tinyurl.com/ourplaceWoT). Other 
communities have used the approach to 
inform neighbourhood planning or the 
information has been incorporated into 
the context study for the Bristol Central 
Area Plan.

Three of the Our Place projects began 
with Year 5 (9-10 year olds) from the local 
primary school. In all three cases, the 
children used the notation to define their 
local area and identify specific issues that 
could be passed on to the neighbourhood 
partnership to guide future public realm 
improvements.

↙ Know Your Place spyglass tool 
enables the overlay of historic maps
↓ Our Place Greenbank with Year 5, 
Whitehall Primary School

↓ Our Place common language
↓↓ Our Place documents for St 
Pauls, Whitehall and Westbury-
on-Trym have linked to specific 
outputs
↓↓↓ Our Place map notation
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A JOINT APPROACH TO RESIDENTIAL DESIGN 
GUIDELINES 
Four North Midlands Councils join forces to promote better quality residential 
development and make successful places

The CABE Housing Audit of the East 
Midlands (2006) provided the catalyst 
for this initiative. It revealed that design 
quality in the region was disappointingly 
low. Over half of the schemes assessed 
were rated so poor they should not have 
received planning permission. 

Common failings included: 
•  Lack of sense of place / consideration of 

local context
•  Poor layouts, streetscape and legibility
•  Road dominated layouts; poorly 

integrated parking. 

This picture of disappointing quality 
presented a serious challenge. However, 
we aspired to do better and saw sound 
design guidance as fundamental to 
improving our performance. This 
signalled our intent to raise the design 
bar, but we also wanted the guide to be 
user friendly as well as to provide practical 
advice. It was important to reach major 
house builders and also to assist smaller 
local developers with fewer resources 
available to dedicate to design. 

JOINING FORCES 
Bolsover District Council, Chesterfield 
Borough Council and North East 
Derbyshire District Council joined forces 
to prepare guidance that would respond to 
the weaknesses identified by CABE, with 
the added dimension of sustainability. 
Bassetlaw District Council in neighbouring 

Nottinghamshire also aspired to produce 
a design SPD and was later welcomed into 
the partnership. 

This partnership demonstrated 
an innovative joint approach and 
commitment to deliver a quality design 
SPD, which we would not have been able to 
achieve individually. The group shared an 
urban design officer working for two of the 
authorities, and a strong desire to improve 
the quality of housing. Limited resources 
however meant the project could not be 
outsourced, so we set about preparing the 
guidance in-house. 

PULLING TOGETHER
Working jointly enabled us to secure a 
small amount of external funding on the 
basis that the project would bring wider 
than local benefits. CABE enabler Graham 
Marshall (Maxim Urban Design) was also 
appointed to support the project. 

Initial consultation with stakeholders 
confirmed that the overall direction of 
travel was right. Developers and agents 
were subsequently invited to a peer review 
workshop. They clearly supported the 
rationale of guidance covering a number of 
local planning authorities (LPAs) and saw 
one of the main benefits as creating a level 
playing field across a wide area. 

One clear message to emerge was 
the importance placed on the partners 
working closely with both county highway 
authorities. There was a strong perception 
that schemes negotiated with the LPAs 

could be watered down in discussions 
with the highways authorities. These have 
therefore been closely involved, attending 
project meetings and helping to draft 
relevant parts of the guide. 

SUCCESSFUL PLACES 
What has emerged from this process 
is the Successful Places guide with the 
aspirational 21st century house concept at 
its heart. This outlines the key elements 
that all new housing should aim to deliver 
in order to create well-designed places 
that will stand the test of time. 

CONTEXT IS KEY 
Given the large geographical area covered 
by the guidance, local characteristics 
differ considerably between the 
authorities. Limited resources however, 
meant detailed character appraisals 
of each district were not feasible. The 
guide addresses this by emphasising the 
role of the design process. Experience 
shows that many development teams 
often jump straight into designing their 
site with little genuine thought given to 
local character, connections, views or 
other contextual matters. Applicants are 
therefore encouraged to undertake a site 
and context appraisal to inform their 
proposal and consider how it fits into the 
place where development is proposed. 

Rather than relying on a broader 
character appraisal defined by the guide, 
the onus is on applicants to demonstrate 

their understanding of local context. This 
way, proposals should be informed by the 
characteristic surroundings specific to 
each site, helping to ground schemes in 
their locality. 

PLACE MAKING 
The focus on design process is backed by 
detailed place making principles, setting 
out good urban design practice. Principles 
are arranged according to scale, from 
settlement/neighbourhood level down to 
the local street/home scale. The principles 
set out what a development should aim 
to deliver and are supported by practical 
pointers and examples of how this can be 
achieved. Each one also cross-references 
to Building for Life 12, and useful 
references, quotes, good practice tips and 
signposts to other guidance are found 
trhoughout.

The guide is worded to allow for both 
traditional and contemporary approaches 
to design, so as not to stifle innovation, 
with examples of both sitting side by side. 
It seeks to ensure that designs complement 
their setting, possess integrity, reflect 
their townscape role and are visually 
harmonious. Contemporary designs are 
encouraged to draw on locally distinctive 
materials and reinterpret built forms/
details in a way that provides a connection 
with the place. This avoids ‘anywhere’ 
development and helps reinforce local 
distinctiveness. The focus however, is on 
design quality regardless of style. 

The guide covers a lot of ground, but 
the emphasis is on getting right the basics, 
which were often overlooked in the past. It 
is therefore designed to be accessible and 
appealing, including hand drawn images, 
prepared by Richard Guise (Context 4D), 
which are invaluable in conveying key 
design messages. 

THE SIGNS ARE PROMISING
Collaboration between authorities during 
a time of diminishing resources required 
us to find innovative ways of working 
together. For example, partners took 
responsibility for different tasks which 
helped balance everyone’s contributions. 
We also worked efficiently, undertaking a 
single consultation instead of four. Keys to 
success have been a shared commitment to 
raise standards and a lead officer to drive 
the project forward. 

We encouraged applicants to use the 
draft guide prior to its adoption, and a 

number of proposals have undertaken 
site appraisals to inform the basis of 
their layouts. As a result, schemes have 
been to a higher standard at the point of 
submission than was previously the case. 
If negotiations are required, these can 
commence from a better starting position, 
meaning less delay and fewer revisions 
during the application process. 

Bolsover and Chesterfield have adopted 
Successful Places and the other partners 
will soon follow suit. The true test of 
success will be its implementation. It is 
still early days but the signs for the future 
are promising. •

↙↙ Blueprint for the 21st century 
House 
↙ Design approaches for corner 
plots 

↓ How to contribute to the 
creation of a place hierarchy 
and add to the legibility of 
a development Below right: 
Designing with townscape in 
mind 
↓↓ Design process – Evaluating 
site opportunities
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scrutinise the entries, discuss the ideas 
with the teams, comment on their likes 
and dislikes and to vote for their favoured 
option. Following rigorous assessment, 
a final concept was selected from the 
six options to be taken forward for 
development.
 
PORTH EIRIAS
Following selection of the winning design, 
a further public engagement process was 
instigated to name the new development. 
From 220 entries, the name Porth Eirias 
(simply translated from Welsh to English 
as Eirias Port) was selected, referencing 
the adjacent public park, housing a newly 
constructed rugby stadium.

The Porth Eirias development 
comprises a high quality public building 
providing a much needed amenity to the 
waterfront, offering:
•  Café / bistro with separate ‘wet’ café 

catering for watersport users
•  Accommodation for a sailing school 

offering a full range of training 
opportunities

•  Educational / conference facilities
•  Accommodation for a retail offer
•  Changing rooms and public toilets
 
Externally, the building forms an integral 
part of the public realm, with the adjacent 
promenade extended onto the roof 
offering a viewing platform across the bay. 

Construction commenced in March 
2012 with completion achieved in April 
2013 ahead of the start of the tourist 
season.
 
BUILDING A BEACH
While constructing the new building and 
public realm forming Porth Eirias, the next 
phase of coastal defence works was also 
implemented, involving the importation 
of over half a million tonnes of sand from 
the bottom of the sea 20 miles north of 
Colwyn Bay to form a new section of raised 
beach.

This breathless phase started in March 
2013 and saw all works delivered in the 
space of two months, with the majority of 
activity taking place 24 hours a day, seven 
days a week for the entire period. The 
opening of Porth Eirias was marked with 
a beach party allowing the community to 
visit the new building and enjoy the new 
amenity beach. This was followed by the 
announcement of the building’s anchor 
tenant – renowned chef Bryn Williams –  

a clear indication of the strong footing this 
project gives the town.
 
LOOKING TO THE FUTURE
The project continues at a pace, with 
further coastal defence and promenade 
enhancements set to take place in early 
2014.

The new beach will be enlarged with a 
further 350,000 tonnes of sand, and the 
area behind redeveloped to a standard 
befitting this now progressive coastal 
town. This work will also connect the 
beach with the town centre, a much-
needed linkage for the businesses to gain 
advantage from the increasing visitor 
numbers.

Over its first few months, this project 
has been seen to transform the perception 
of visitors to the town, and with the 
favourable weather conditions, created 
scenes reminiscent of those foreign coastal 
resorts which have over the years done 
such damage to the fortunes of coastal 
towns throughout the UK. With its coastal 
defence now firmly embedded at the 
heart of the town, protecting it from the 
elements and attracting in new businesses 
and visitors, the town’s future now looks 
set to flourish. •

PORTH EIRIAS
Conwy County Borough Council outlines a scheme that combines regeneration and 
coastal defence

Storms have battered the coastal town 
of Colwyn Bay for many years, causing 
disruption to the lives of the town’s 
inhabitants and visitors as well as causing 
hundreds of thousands of pounds of 
damage to infrastructure. The coupling of 
the deteriorating defences with a decline 
in tourism numbers had left the town’s 
economy in a bleak position.

In 2008, Conwy County Borough 
Council embarked on the Colwyn Bay 
Waterfront Project, a major scheme 
seeking to deliver a long term, sustainable, 
coastal defence solution and to provide 
the town with the facilities needed to draw 
new visitors to the area.

The scheme is aligned to the overall 
vision of a programme of investments 
in the town, which seek to create ‘a 
thriving attractive and vibrant town, that 
is welcoming, safe and friendly; a place 
unique in character that people are proud 
to live in’.

The Waterfront Project’s vision was to 
reignite this once thriving coastal town’s 
relationship with its main asset (and 
historically, its reason for existing) —the 

beach. Colwyn Bay wanted to be a coastal 
resort which turned its focus back on to 
the potential of its shoreline and use it to 
build a sustainable and thriving future.

INNOVATION
An extensive modelling study looking 
at different types of coastal defence 
structures, which would offer the town the 
protection it needs from the sea, identified 
an innovative approach with the potential 
not only for protection but to yield 
substantial benefits for amenity users in 
the area.

Rather than constructing traditional 
hard defences (rocks piled against the 
sea wall), which would exacerbate the 
segregation of the town from the seafront, 
a solution was explored whereby sand 
nourishment could be imported to keep 
the sea at bay, with isolated rock structures 
built in key locations to keep the sand in 
place. 

This design offered further scope 
for innovation, as by modifying the 
construction of the structure (and match 
funding the coastal defence budget with 

regeneration funds), an enlarged section 
of promenade could be constructed, 
offering substantial development potential 
for the public realm area created on top. 

Construction of the phase 1A 
engineering works commenced in 
February 2011 and was completed in 
a little over twelve months, yielding a 
development footprint the size of two 
football pitches.
 
ENGAGING THE PUBLIC
From the outset, it was clear that engaging 
the public with this highly visible project 
would be key to its success.

Public displays had indicated clear 
support for the ‘new beach’ approach 
to the coastal defence works; however 
designing facilities for the new public 
realm represented a challenging prospect 
in terms of public engagement.

The existing promenade had long been 
frequented by a multitude of different 
users, from the sporty powerboat 
and sailing fraternity to the leisurely 
strollers and those seeking refreshment. 
Understanding individual needs and 
developing proposals which satisfied 
as many demands as possible required 
a pro-active approach to stakeholder 
engagement.

A design competition was instigated 
inviting six national shortlisted architect 
teams to produce concept ideas for 
developing the blank canvas which had 
been constructed.450 members of the 
local community attended an event to 

← Porth Eirias’s new found 
popularity
↙ Area Plan
↙↙ Building facade
→ Over 500,000 tonnes of 
sand were imported onto the 
beach
↘ The next phase
↘↘ The completed first 
phase of the project


