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failure to acknowledge the implications of
projections of declining populations.

The traditional Japanese urban model, based on
economic and population expansion, and leading to
urban sprawl, is in need of transformation.  Distant
Japanese suburbs, brought into existence relatively
recently during mounting pressure on land, are
proving to be the first to be abandoned as pressure
decreases.  The transition from urban sprawl to
urban shrinkage raises questions about the
sustainability and reversibility of urban
developments and about the appropriateness of the
traditional urban model and its capacity for
adaptation.  Here surely are major research tasks
for urban morphologists.
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Bridging the gap: applying urban morphology to successful
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As pointed out in the editorial of the last issue of
this journal (Whitehand, 2007), urban morphology
ought to have the potential for playing a positive
role within planning practice.  This includes the
day-to-day control of development, as it is through
the numerous incremental decisions that the form of
urban areas is ultimately determined.  Unfort-
unately, published accounts of its positive use in
practice are rare.  It is likely that there are many
good examples but that practitioners normally do
not have the time to write them up.  Although
policy documents such as development plans and
site briefs are published, obtaining, collating and

extracting useful content from them can be a
tedious task.

Fortunately, a full account of an example for a
whole town (Hall, 2007) is now available.  It relates
the story of the improvements made to the British
town of Chelmsford from 1996 onwards that led to
the award by the central government of the quality
mark of Beacon Status for the Quality of the Built
Environment in 2003.  This book sets out a way of
building urban design into the local planning
process based on practical experience, an approach
that was proactive.

Two   key   elements   for   achieving   such   an
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Table 1.  Character areas representing levels of intensity of development

< Higher intensity Lower intensity >

Level 1 Level 2 Level 3 Level 4

Form Continuous frontage Continuous frontage Mainly continuous
frontage

Landscape dominates
buildings

Mix Flats and commercial More flats than houses More houses than
flats

Houses only

Height Above 4 storeys Up to 4 storeys Up to 3 storeys Up to 2 storeys

Parking quantity Less than one
parking space per
unit

Approximately one
parking space per unit

Above one parking
space per unit

Above one parking
space per unit

Parking design Underground,
undercroft parking,
car clubs

Undercroft, decked-
over parking, parking
courts, car clubs

Parking squares and
courts, on-curtilage
parking

On-plot parking

Private space Balconies and shared
garden

Balconies and shared
garden

Individual and shared
gardens

Individual gardens

Local open space Urban squares Urban squares Parks contained by
buildings

Parks with rural
character

Density (dwellings
per ha)

Above 100 40-100 Above 30 Less than 30

approach were sound design principles and explicit
published policy.  The design principles sought to
create a sense of place, respect for context and the
meeting of functional needs.  They required
thinking of places and communities at different
spatial levels: the town, the neighbourhood, and the
street, and taking account of the physical and
intangible qualities that go to make a place.
Explicit published policy enabled all parties in the
development process to know the position of the
planning authority at an early stage and to know it
clearly.  At Chelmsford, it had two components: a
clear physically-based spatial strategy and briefs for
all significant sites.

One task of the physically-based spatial strategy
was to relate the intensity of development to
accessibility, in pursuit of the reduction of the need
to travel and travel by sustainable modes (Chelms-
ford Borough Council, 2001a).  At Chelmsford,
intensity was used in preference to density because
it as much about activity, social interaction, as just
a quantitative measure.  The approach went further
than just a policy statement by saying that a plan
should link through to more detailed physical
design.  This was done not just by specifying the
location of more intensive development but also by
giving guidance on the physical nature of the
different levels of intensity that should be permitted
in different locations.

The first step was the identification of character
areas where the intensity of development was made

explicit through three-dimensional physical
parameters.  These formed a typology that could be
used to structure the locational aspects of two-
dimensional spatial policy, as shown by Table 1.
The physical implications for different levels of
intensity of development for use in the development
plan were then made explicit by a matrix that
specified the expected quantitative and qualitative
aspect of urban form for the town centre, for
suburban areas and for neighbourhood centres.

Planning briefs were the principal vehicle for
setting out design expectations at site level.
Although they can cover a variety of formats, the
approach adopted at Chelmsford was that they
should provide unambiguous guidance on physical
form, including specification of street blocks and
frontages.  An example is provided by the Master
Plan for the site of Beaulieu Park North
(Chelmsford Borough Council, 2001b).  The text
provided a systematic appraisal of the site and
included a new, and strongly prescriptive, master-
plan diagram in which street blocks, frontages,
pedestrian routes and local open spaces were
specified.  A further diagram (Figure 1) identified
the character areas that were to be provided within
the urban form.

The design principles were seen as a useful and
creative tool for use in negotiations and not just as
‘motherhood’ statements or points that are taken for
granted.  This meant that they needed to be trans-
lated into a format for use in the day-to-day control
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process.  The matrix shown in Table 2 was
developed by one of the Council’s leading urban
design officers, Roger Estop, as an experiment.
The urban design objectives from the British
government publication By design (Department of
the Environment, Transport and the Regions, and
Commission for Architecture and the Built
Environment, 2000) were listed down the left side
and the cells of the matrix revealed their physical
expression.  When considering actual proposals,
they enabled the objectives specific to the site to be
formulated.  When they were turned into negatives,
‘the proposal does not ...’, they showed how urban
design objectives could be expressed in the reasons
given for refusal in the development control
process.

What was notable in practice was, first, how
both the spatial policy and detailed guidance
expressed and prescribed the desired physical form
and, secondly, how this was pursued through active
negotiation.  Moreover, a high quality urban
environment was delivered in a uniform manner,

not merely through isolated examples.  In the
period 1996-2003 not just the policies but the life
and appearance of the town were turned around.
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Figure 1.  Character areas to be provided within Beaulieu Park. 
Reproduced with permission from Chelmsford Borough Council

(2001b), p. 16.


