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Title of paper         Ebbsfleet Design Forum Update  
 

Presented by  
        

Ian Piper, Chief Executive 

Sub-committee 
 

Not applicable 
 

  

Purpose of Paper and Executive Summary 

To provide the Board with an update on the Ebbsfleet Design Forum following its first 
year of operation.   
 
EDC business plan 
and KPIs 
 

Matters covered impact on a number of the priorities within 
the business plan and also EDC KPIs 

Recommendation FOR INFORMATION 

The Board is asked to NOTE the contents of this paper and 
their impact on performance and progress. 

Annexes None 
 

Delegation             Not applicable 

Financial impact Not applicable 

Legal impact  There are no legal implications associated with this paper 

Stakeholder impact          Not applicable 

Sponsor impact Not applicable 
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1. Establishment of the Ebbsfleet Design Forum  
 
1.1. Ebbsfleet’s Design Forum was established in September 2019 to deliver the 

National Planning Policy Framework recommendation that local planning 
authorities establish their own local design review panel, and to also address 
the EDC tailored review’s recommendation to expand EDC’s design capacity.   
 

1.2. Design South East (DSE) won the initial tender to set-up, procure and manage 
a design review panel of design specialists covering landscape, architecture, 
urban design, sustainability, heritage, sustainable travel planning, and inclusive 
design. The Forum’s role is to provide additional breadth and depth to EDC’s 
design expertise, and to provide independent advice on design within the 
planning process. 
 

1.3. EDC has worked with DSE to develop a bespoke ‘Forum’ format for the review 
panel, to address perceived issues with earlier design review panel formats, 
which was based on a presentation and critique format, with limited opportunity 
given for the design team / applicant to respond to review comments.  EDC’s 
Design Forum has sought to create a more discursive model, enabling 
discussion of opportunities and constraints with the applicants and the planning 
team around issues identified by the Forum.   
 

2. Forum operation and management  
 

2.1. Design Forums are convened to provide an independent design review of 
projects being developed within the planning pre-applications process, as well 
as supporting EDC’s own projects.  
 

2.2. Forums are self-funded at no cost to EDC, with DSE charging a standardised 
fee of £4800 for a typical scaled scheme of circa 200 dwellings, to cover 
administration costs and Forum members time.    
 

2.3. Attending the Forum is voluntary, with the ambition that the Forum proves its 
value to development partners in the initial years of operation to ensure future 
consultation.  

 
2.4. The opportunity to consult the Forum is usually discussed with applicants 

during early pre-application planning meetings and an indicative timeframe for a 
Design Forum agreed.  The applicant will then contact DSE to set-up and 
arrange the Forum date, venue, logistics, information exchange and then host 
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the Forum on the day.  Since lockdown the Forum has moved to an online 
format, using Zoom to provide a virtual site tour, and then to facilitate a design 
review.  While the intention has been to retain a discursive format for Forum 
sessions, the virtual zoom-based meetings format does impact on the levels of 
two way discussion.  

 
2.5. DSE will convene a Forum of five members from the wider panel of 23, with the 

composition of panel expertise mapped to the specific needs of the project.  For 
more complex projects, a larger panel can be convened to include a broader 
range of specialists as necessary.  

 
2.6. The applicant is invited to issue a briefing pack a week in advance of the 

Forum. EDC’s planning and design team also provide a briefing presentation to 
the Forum on the planning background, and a synopsis of pre-application 
discussions to date, and key design issues to consider. 

 
2.7. On the day of the Forum review itself, the Forum panel members, EDC 

planning team, and the applicant team will typically attend a site visit together 
(more recently replaced by a virtual site visit session using Google maps, 
photos and drone footage), informally discussing opportunities and constraints 
of the site, before re-assembling for the design review itself. The applicant will 
then present their scheme, and the Forum Chair will then lead a discussion 
between the Forum members, the applicant and their design team on key 
design issues, and explore approaches to addressing these issues. 

 
2.8. Design South East issues a report within 10 days of the Forum workshop to 

EDC planning team and the applicant, which is intended to succinctly capture 
key points and recommendations for taking the scheme forwards. 

 
2.9. EDC incorporates the Forum’s advice into internal planning and design 

management systems, ensuring a consistent approach to design advice 
between the Forum and the planning team throughout the planning process.   

 
2.10. For further information on the Forum, and how it operates click here ( Links to 

Design Forum handbook) 
 

 
 
 

https://ebbsfleetdc.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/EDC-Design-Forum-Guide.pdf
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3. Review of Forum’s first year in operation   
 

3.1. The Design Forum has met 9 times in the first 12 months (moving operations 
online from March 2020 onwards in response to the Covid lockdown) and have 
reviewed the following schemes;   

Date Project Applicant  
23rd  October 2019 
 

Alkerden Local park  Henley Camland 

2nd November 2019 Ebbsfleet Green 
Primary School  

KCC 

December 4th 2019 Alkerden Parcel 5 
Swanscombe Edge  

David Wilson Homes  

Feb 4th 2020 
 

Ashmere Phase 2  Countryside  

March 25th 2020 
 

Alkerden Local centre Henley Investments  

April 29th 2020  Northfleet 
Embankment West  

Bellway Homes  

July 29th  2020 
 

Grove Road  EDC 

August 17th 2020 Ebbsfleet Green 
Phase 2C 

Redrow 

October 2nd 2020 
 

Alkerden South Redrow 

 
3.2. When establishing the Forum, it was proposed to review the operational 

management, effectiveness of advice, and perceived value of the Forum after 
the first 12 months, with the intention of using the feedback to improve the 
model and enhance value for development partners in the future. To achieve 
this, EDC has undertaken two key activities;   
 
1) An ‘annual review day’ was held with Design Forum members in October 

2020, to facilitate their own performance review, share best practice design 
review approaches, and provide a briefing on EDC’s wider programme for 
Ebbsfleet Garden City. 
 

2) MB Associates was appointed in November 2020 to undertake telephone 
interviews of applicants and their design teams, as well EDC’s planning 
team, to receive feedback on their experiences of the Design Forum over 
the course of the previous 12 months, and explore their thoughts on the 
format of the Forum, its value in promoting design quality, and how the 
service could be improved going forwards.  
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3.3. MBA completed their review in December 2010, undertaking 18 of the 20 

invited interviews, and issued a report to EDC setting out five key 
recommendations ( see below) . 
  
o A general summary of the review is that the ambition to provide a 

discursive model for design review is strongly supported by scheme 
promoters, however there were a range of suggestions to enhance the 
delivery of this aim.   
 

o It was widely acknowledged that the enforced switch to the virtual zoom-
enabled model following Covid lockdown significantly impacted on 
delivering the discursive model, but people had adapted swiftly to the new 
systems, and the virtual Forum model remained a valued service by most 
respondents.      

 
o The Forum was acknowledged to be better than some other design review 

panels, but there were also lessons to learn from others, with the 
Cambridge panel highlighted as worthy of review.  

Recommendation  Proposed Actions  
 
1. Broaden commercial 

experience on the 
Forum  

 

 
• Review Forum membership with DSE, and seek to 

add additional commercial expertise to Forum panel 
to compliment existing expertise.   

 
2. Provide better 

briefings to Forum 
on strategic 
planning framework  

 
This was an issue primarily associated with early Forum 
sessions when Forum members were ‘new to 
Ebbsfleet’. This has already been addressed through 
EDC introducing  briefing packs ahead of Forums 
sessions.  

 
• EDC Forum Briefing pack to be shared with 

applicants ahead of Forum session.  
• EDC to provide ‘offline’ briefing sessions to update 

Forum members on progress in Ebbsfleet / strategic 
work etc.  

• Upload briefing pack for each village onto Forum 
website, to provide public resource.  

• Explore opportunity to use existing digital 
topographical mapping to provide online terrain 
model, to enhance Forum’s understanding of site 
landform.   
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3. Promote 
constructive 
discussion  

• Review feedback with DSE and Forum Chair, to 
establish updated terms of reference for Forum;  to 
improve structure of reviews, tone of advice, and 
increase opportunity for applicant / design team 
contributions.  

 
• Establish a defined structure for future design 

reviews, based around 5-6 key design areas. 
 

• Update guidance to applicants to promote structure 
of presentations around the same design topics.  
 

• Amend Forum report to align with defined design 
topics.   

 
4. Enhance Forum 

management and 
communications  

• Number of practical recommendations made by 
applicants to improve efficiency of pre-session 
briefings, and the Forum workshops on the day.  
 

• To be implemented from Jan 2021 onwards.  
  

 

4. Recommended approach going forwards  
 

4.1. Having completed the review of the Design Forum, the intention is to now 
engage with development partners during January, to discuss feedback, and 
agree on the action plan to implement recommendations in February 2021.  
 

4.2. It is critical to implement changes swiftly, working in partnership with Design 
South East and the Forum Chair to develop the service to meet the needs of 
EDC and our development partners. The Forum’s forward programme includes 
14 planned Forum sessions over the next 12 months, including some of EDC’s 
most significant projects such as the Ebbsfleet Central Masterplan, and the 
ability to garner  advice from the Forum’s design expertise will be instrumental 
to optimising the design quality and value of these projects.   
  

4.3. DSE’s current contract to deliver the Design Forum currently runs through to 
March 2021, aligned with the current CSR period.  The intention is to renew the 
DSE Contract for a further 12 months, to match the revised 2021-22 CSR 
period, and to review the contract again in early 2022.  
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4.4. EDC will continue to promote the voluntary use of the Forum in projects coming 
through the planning process, as well as EDC’s own projects, and develop the 
associated web-page and communications to promote the role and value that 
the service provides.  

 
4.5. A best practice approach would be to undertake a follow-up review in 12 

months time, to assess how changes implemented following this review have 
impacted on the quality perceived value of the service, and to inform 
contractual arrangements for hosting of the Forum post March 2022.  

 

 

 

 

 

 


