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To deliver design 
codes 
successfully, 
many voices 
need to be 
heard, and their 
inputs brought 
together into a 
cohesive 
proposal, says 
Matias Piazza
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Design Codes are not something new and have been used in 
the built environment for quite a while. Most recently, the 
launch of the National Model Design Code (NMDC) pro-
gramme and creation of the Office for Place (following the 
Building Better Building Beautiful Commission Living with 
Beauty report and Planning White Paper),added some flame to 
the debate of its role in the planning system and in driving 
‘beauty’ in the built environment.  

For us at Farrells, having developed many large-scale master-

plans over the years, including one of the recent NMDC pilots, this 

has been a good opportunity to re-think and restructure our 

approach to developing Design Codes. Working alongside Local 

Authorities and local communities, in both emerging and regener-

ating areas, has allowed us to establish a design process which 

captures the character of the place into a set of guidelines, aiming 

to enable development that is rich and aligned with its environ-

ment. This article explores some of the lessons learnt over the 

years and highlights some of the benefits of adopting Design 

Codes. 

 
Defining identity and character (and beauty?) 
The BBBBC Living with Beauty report encourages Local 
Authorities and communities to embed ‘requirements for 
beauty and placemaking’ in the core of the design process, 
ensuring future development is coherent and site-specific 
rather than predominantly generic and replicable architecture. 
The identification of the local character and the (potentially 
subjective) definition of what is beautiful should be translated 
into a set of guidelines, a toolbox, enabling appropriate debate 
between different stakeholders involved in future projects such 
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representatives of faith groups, amongst others. Design and 
language accessibility was a key driver of the events. Proposals 
were supported by clear ‘user perspective’ collages and dia-
grams – instead of the commonly confusing and technical 
plans – and a large-scale physical model of the masterplan. As a 
result, the clear visual presentation encouraged a greater level 
of engagement as the proposals become more tangible and 
specific for a wide variety of people.  

Building on the success of the consultation, the final Design 
Codes produced – limited to no more than a 30-page concise 
document - will be translated into a Supplementary Planning 
Document (SPD) to the AAP, to be adopted in 2022. The codes 
and parameters will also be digitalised in an online platform, 
such as VuCity, easing the access to the key design principles 
and parameters that will be expected to be followed by devel-
opers seeking to gain planning permission. Again, this is not 
intended to be prescriptive, but future development will be 
expected to be aligned with key principles of the Design Codes 
and will surely be referenced by residents and local businesses 
throughout all stages of consultation. 

 
Co-design! – the role of community, artists and workshops 
For Hatcham and Ilderton Road we used a themed ‘pattern 
workshop’ day, including an artist residency, for engaging with 
for the local school, communities and church groups. The 
methodology involved asking local people to contribute pho-
tographs and pattern designs that have meaning to them, 
either relating to the area or reminding them of home. The 
concept was entitled “Brought and Found” naturally telling its 
own story. The material generated during this event will be col-
lated into a sourcebook that can be referenced in the master-
plan and codes for future design guidance. 

To successfully deliver Design Codes, many voices need to 
be heard, and their inputs brought together into a cohesive 
proposal. Taking on board the accessible nature of codes and 
the exciting task of defining character and identity of place, the 
design process offers a special opportunity of collaborating 
with local stakeholders through time, ensuring proposals are 
truly connected to their individual locations. n 
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as Local Authorities, businesses, developers, and, of course, 
residents.  

But the core task - the definition of what is character and 
identity - and how this can be translated into design rules 
capable of enabling (and not restricting!) good development 
proves to be quite complex. In 2020, Farrells were commis-
sioned by Folkestone and Hythe District Council to produce a 
study of local Kent landscapes, geography and built form. 
While the primary goal of the study was intended to inform 
the future Otterpool Park development, the scope has the 
broader objective of capturing many local identities and spe-
cific characteristics of the surrounding area. Following socio-
spatial research of the wider area (consisting of many site vis-
its, interviews, and conversations, supported by desktop 
review) we have created a set of 10 principles, which we 
believe are key defining character elements to consider when 
designing new buildings. The principles included an array of 
local characteristics, ranging from the patchwork of the land-
scape, the dynamic street sections, and the roof forms, to the 
details around building edges, windows, contextual colour pal-
lets, and reflectivity.  

Whilst in more rural areas, such as Kent, character is clear-
ly identifiable, in more complex urban areas it is far more 
challenging to define. Earlier this year, Southwark Council 
appointed Farrells, Gbolade Design Studio and Exterior 
Architecture as a team of multi-disciplinary consultants to 

prepare a Design Code for the area around Hatcham and 
Ilderton Road, on Old Kent Road, as part of the government’s 
NMDC pilot - the only one of its kind trialled in London. In an 
area which is predominantly industrial, often described as 
characterless, we took the first step in determining the identi-
ty of the place which relies in its history: the origin of its 
urban grain, the reminiscent architecture of the pre-war era 
and the 1950’s industrial typologies. But, apart from the phys-
ical elements which are tangible to the built environment, the 
most characteristic elements are the ones experienced, 
instead of seen. The area is strongly defined by its diverse light 
industrial uses, its network of makers, emerging creative com-
munity, and concentration of faith groups.  

Throughout the project, the design team was constantly 
surprised by discovering a new place, experiencing new hap-
penings, sounds, chants, choirs, smells (often not so pleasant), 
and so on, on each site visit. In a fast-changing area, such a 
mix of activities create a rich and unique environment, which 
should be captured and translated as key design principles for 
the Design Code, guiding future development of potential 
mixed use, residential and industrial schemes, while ensuring 
that schemes are locally led, coherent and with an appropri-
ate rather than a generic design solution.  

 
Perhaps beautiful, definitely accessible 
Whilst the physical outcomes and influence Design Codes will 
have in shaping / preserving the character and identity of 
areas, they will have to be tested through time and will have 
to be constantly updated, one significant and immediate ben-
efit of the design process has been accessibility. By adopting 
language that escapes jargon and graphics that avoid the 
abstraction of masterplans and planning drawings – aided by 
some large-scale models – the debate with residents and 
businesses can focus on the look and feel of proposals, 
enabling an honest discussion about design elements such as 
massing, heights, land uses, landscape, parking, servicing, and 
so many others. Rather than enforcing rules, Design Codes can 
enable a healthy and constructive communication tool 
between multiple stakeholders.  

As part of the Southwark commission, we have undertak-
en a public consultation event, building upon previous Old 
Kent Road AAP (Area Action Plan) consultation events. In addi-
tion to regular site visits and one-to-one interviews with local 
businesses and landowners, the design team held an online 
webinar and two exhibition events at the local Penarth 
Centre, with great attendance by residents, local businesses, 
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BELOW: 

Large-scale physical model 

and set of boards used at 

the exhibition events
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TOP: 

Image 4 - Model successfully used to 

communicate massing principles to resi-

dents and local businesses 
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