
Introduction
This piece is a short response to the Interim Report Creating Space 
for Beauty [hereafter shortened to “the Report”] published in July 
2019 by the Building Better, Building Beautiful Commission. It is 
intended to provide useful feedback from an experienced architect 
to the Commission in advance of more investigation and the final 
report at the end of 2019.

The Report is important and the work of the Commission urgent, 
and my response is an attempt to advance the clarity of its 
arguments and justifications for its conclusions. In this way I hope 
to improve the chances of success for the Commission’s overall 
aim to improve the quality of design and construction of new 
developments in the UK. 

Simon Innes
Director, Innes Associates Architecture and Urban Design
August 2019

Summary of the Report
The Report opens by deploring the ugliness of most recent UK 
housing development and claims the UK population resists much-
needed new homes partly because new developments are so 
unattractive. To restore acceptance, the Report argues, developers 
must achieve beauty in their complete schemes, not just as an 
exception but as a matter of course. As the Report touches on a 
very wide range of topics, and employs concepts some may find 
arguable, it is necessary to begin with a summary of its account 
and propositions.

A general definition of beauty for the UK is not attempted 
because the Commission believes any such definition is unlikely 
to receive general support, and it has another idea about who 
should do the defining. However, the Report does propose that 
the property of being beautiful must apply to three aspects of 
a development: (1) its setting, (2) the place(s) it makes and (3) 
its buildings. The first aspect is particularly significant for the 
processes of planning because it relates to some of the earliest 
decisions in the process of building: decisions about where and 
what to build, and who should be building it. In later chapters the 
Report argues for substantial changes in the early stages of the 
development process to enable a more sympathetic response 

to the setting of new developments. Examples are also given of 
what the Commission thinks are beautiful developments, many 
from the past but some from contemporary projects. Chapter 7 
holds up the Georgians as having produced many beautiful, large-
scale developments, it approves (with slightly less admiration) of 
the general approach of Victorian and Edwardian expansion. The 
Report also cites, amongst others, the Accordia, Poundbury and 
the Malings developments from the late twentieth century.

In the second half of the Report is the Commission’s key proposal 
that a local process of enquiry, community-engagement and plan-
making is the right way for beauty to be defined. 

This vision of a new approach to planning and development has 
far-reaching consequences. Examples such as Policy Proposition 
5 [“place-makers not housebuilders”], 10 [“fair tax for existing 
places”] and 14 [“master-planning not planning by appeal”] will, 
if enacted, carry large implications for some of the UK’s largest 
developers, UK Treasury and planning law. They will therefore be 
met with scrutiny and, in some cases, fierce opposition. For the 
Commission’s recommendations to be capable of overcoming 
such opposition, further explanation and clarification to the 
arguments and proposals are needed. This will help to reduce 
misunderstanding and focus forthcoming debate on the most 
significant points. The second part of this response identifies what 
particular points, in my view, require most attention.
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It is clear the concept of beauty is a kind 
of a genius loci, a sensitive response to 
landscape, local character and tradition. 
As well as these physical characteristics 
the definition should also include ideas 
of what local communities need for 
building types and space standards, and 
a promotion of what will be attractive 
as a living, working environment for the 
local population.



Questioning the Concept and Refining the Recommendations
To help increase the chances of success for the Commission the 
concept behind the recommendations needs to be questioned 
and the Report’s recommendations further refined. This will help 
to focus the most important insights and principles and reduce 
the number and force of objections. I think there are four key 
questions:

1. Is beauty the right concept, and how should the definition be  
    achieved?

2. Who is going to contribute to, and who is going to lead, the  
     plan-making? What processes and timescales are envisaged?

3. Who will be the new developers?

4. How will support be won for the proposals?

1. Is Beauty the Right Concept?
A unanimous response from the knowledgeable people I have 
asked is that the use of the concept of beauty is ambitious. The 
Report itself concedes a definition is difficult, and the possibility of 
general agreement very low. 

The Report itself seems to concede as much when it says on p.43: 
“Beauty matters … only as part of a greater whole ... [It] must be 
incorporated into a broader definition – quality design – … focused 
on securing positive outcomes for the people ….” [p.43, Chapter 
9]. The Commission’s ambition appears to falter at the end of 
the Report: “It won’t be possible to put beauty into the KPIs of 
local planning departments.” [p.86, Chapter 14]. To this last 
quote one must surely respond: “Why not?”, is this not exactly 
what the Commission needs to promote? In some way policy has 
to enact the priorities of Chapter 3: “Beauty and place making ... 
should be embedded prominently in the National Planning Policy 
Framework, .. Local Plans should embed this... locally.”.

In other examples we must suggest the Commission strives 
to clarify statements about the concept so there is less risk of 
confusion. For example, merging the concepts of sustainability 
and beauty [Chapter 6, p.23] is an intriguing proposition but will 
be far from obvious to most readers. If the language is clearer in 
the Report, use of the concept will be more readily supported.

On the plus side, use of the concept of beauty is arresting, and 
the term has a common-language origin that could help the 
underlying aims of the Report. On the negative side, there are risks 
of association with previous aesthetic campaigns thought by some 
to be elitist, and use of the term will lead to disagreement. Georgian 
architecture, cited with approval in the Report, was arguably the 
least locally-derived in Britain’s history: much of it derived from 
nationally-prescribed neo-classical taste constructed with the 
wealth of the world’s largest empire. A high proportion of the 
legacy is beautiful, and in many cases responsive to some aspects 
of local character, but the processes by which it came about were 
almost the opposite envisaged by the Report’s recommendations 
concerning democratic involvement. The risk is that the use of 
the term will in some localities put the influence in the hands of 
eloquent individuals and well-resourced organisations that do not 
have the best interests of the local place and population at heart.

The question should be answered by what gives the most practical 
chances of success to the underlying aim of the Report. For me, 
the arguments for using the term are compelling, but it is very 
important that the Report provides greater clarity on what it 
means by the term, and how its local definition is to come about.

Who is going to contribute to, and who is going to lead, the plan-
making? What processes are envisaged?
It is not explicit in the Report who is to participate in, and who 
should lead, the process of defining beauty, though several 
statements suggest the key players are:

•  Local Planning Authorities

•  Landowners and potential landowners [including Community   
    Land Trusts] within the Local Authority
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Why not use a term such as “good [or 
high-quality] design”, already in common 
currency and embedded within existing 
policy?



•  Existing [or Yet-to-Exist] Community Groups of the sort   
    engaged in Neighbourhood Plans

•  Design Review Panels, but amended to avoid “top-down” or  
    “on high” intervention

I understand the main differences to the current process will be:

1.  Local Plans will generate a definition of beauty, locally-  
    derived and emerging from a process of study, consultation  
    and masterplanning. Central to this idea is that development  
    will be pro-actively sought to fulfil the principles set down   
    by this process, rather than retro-actively resisted to preserve  
    the status quo.

2. concept of beauty will be recorded in an adopted masterplan  
     and form-based design codes

3.  early in the process, community engagement and masterplan  
     proposals will attempt to answer the question “where would  
     be the most beautiful setting for new development?” and    
     allocate sites for development with this in mind. This will   
     replace the current process of calling for sites and judging   
     their suitability in a way that is – arguably – too reactive.

4.  proposals for new development will be judged for their   
      success in following these recorded principles.

Key challenges in such a process are going to be balancing different 
priorities of the various interested parties. 

Calls for economic regeneration, demand for housing, urgent 
need for accommodation for this or that worthwhile institution: 
all will at various points conflict with the adopted definition of 
beauty in a local area. A groundswell of local support and strong 
and intelligent leadership will be required to manage the process, 

and significant resourcing to instigate, carry out and appraise the 
masterplanning and design code process. 

I welcome an increased role for masterplanning in Local Plans. 
It follows that Local Authorities must be resourced with greater 
access to design and masterplanning expertise with a long-
term commitment to local success. Greater use of landscape 
design expertise, which has already created a suite of Landscape 
Character Assessments, would be welcome. Regional or National 
co-ordination and promotion of best practice would also help, 
while retaining the respect for local self-determination. 

It is not clear in the Report how this is to be resourced, what 
processes are to be followed, and what timescales are envisaged. 
It must be an important part of the Commission’s remaining work 
to elucidate who the key participants are, and explain how the 
various processes will come about.

Who will be the new developers?
The new approach to land-ownership and development will, 
according to the Report, engage more local interests and re-
invigorate smaller development organisations. It will not favour the 
volume house-builder. So much is welcome in this approach that 
we must ask how it can really be encouraged, while still enabling 
larger worthwhile developments to take place. Policy Proposal 7 
has the tantalizing statement “There should be a review of what 
changes in legal and tax regimes would better support a long-term 
stewardship model of land...”, but little further detail given. From 
this I infer the Commission are in favour of ideas such as long-
term lease-holding by Community Land Trusts [CLTs] or Local 
Authorities, but other ideas may be at play and need to be spelled-
out.

In this one Proposal the Commission could make radical changes 
to the UK development industry. It will need some considerable 
work, and no little courage, to communicate clearly the intention. 
An opportunity exists to build on the current emerging position 
of CLTs and Local Housing Companies and provide a favourable 
tax position for these, in exchange for a greater investment in 
beauty and quality of construction. The Right-to-Buy should also 
be questioned because it weighs against arguably the largest 
participant with the greatest long-term commitment – the Local
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If beauty is to win out it will need to 
do so in the face of many competing, 
strong arguments in favour of alternative 
approaches.



Authority. Investigation must also be made of who benefits 
from the value attached to planning permission, arguably the 
most powerful tool of all, and how to discourage land-banking. 
Recommendations for change in these areas will demonstrate the 
Commission is serious about its more far-reaching ideas.

How will support be won for the proposals?
Wide-ranging support will be needed to carry the Commission’s 
recommendations to fruition, but if pursued seriously the 
implications will hurt some major vested interests. I think the key 
point to retain is that the major winner in all this is the common 
good. Rallying around this proposition means everyone will need 
to make some effort, and with limited resources it should not be a 
way for any particular group to make hay. Achieving support will 
require clarity to the propositions and courage to recommend far-
reaching changes.

Local communities must feel they are empowered, and this may 
mean financial help in getting nascent ideas and schemes off the 
ground. There could also be a case for supporting and promoting 
the local charette approach in a series of experimental beauty-
led plans. This would allow early testing of the ideas and provide 
useful feedback as the Commission’s work develops.

Conclusion
So much of this Report is far-reaching and radical that we must 
look to see how the best ideas can be given the best chance of 
success. The central concept of beauty will be controversial but 
innocuous ideas will not make the changes so desperately needed. 
I urge the Commission to examine their own arguments and 
proposals and – as all the best authors do – edit them down to 
clear, succinct proposals that will go the furthest distance when 
finally published.
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For further information please  contact Simon Innes 
call: 020 7928 6734
e-mail: simon.innes@innesassociates.net

written by Simon Innes

Invigorating communities lies at the heart 
of the idea, and local action must be 
provided with some inspiration, support 
and incentive. 


