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Public Practice is a social enterprise with a mission to 
build the public sector’s capacity to improve the quality, 
equality and sustainability of places.

10% of the year-long placements is dedicated to a 
Learning & Development programme to share new 
knowledge and practice across authorities. This resource 
is one of the outputs of this programme.



CONTEXT-LED DESIGN
How can Authorities promote context-led design 
through character appraisals and guidance?

This Case Study is based on practice reflections from year-long 
placements in the London Borough of Tower Hamlets, between 
October 2019 and April 2021, during which the authors delivered 
design guidance for the central part of the borough in the form of 
a Supplementary Planning Document (SPD).1 Due to the low-rise, 
residential nature of the neighbourhoods that are part of Tower 
Hamlets’ Central Area, the design recommendations were based  
on a character appraisal to ensure they would promote a  
contextual response. 

The Case Study gives details on the creation of the character 
appraisal and design guidance, and the lessons learned have been 
distilled and are shared as recommendations for other Authorities 
embarking on similar processes. 

NATIONAL CONTEXT 
Local, regional, and national policy have increasingly raised the 
importance of achieving high-quality design and the need for local 
authorities to promote it through the production of design guidance 
and analysis of existing character. The London Plan 2021 requires 
boroughs to undertake area assessments to understand the existing 
character of areas and their capacity for growth.2 It also states 
that masterplans and design codes should be used to help bring 
development forward, as well as to deliver high-quality design. The 
London Plan’s overarching principle of Good Growth also pushes for 
developments to take a contextual approach in order to sustain and 
strengthen the character of the city’s different neighbourhoods. 

In 2018, the UK government set up the Building Better Building 
Beautiful Commission to advise ‘on how to promote and 
increase the use of high-quality design for new-build homes and 
neighbourhoods’.3  As a result of recommendations made by the 
then named Commission, the Ministry of Housing, Communities 
and Local Government (MHCLG) announced important changes in 

1 Tower Hamlets, Central Area Good Growth SPD (2021)
2 GLA, The London Plan (2021)
3 Building Better, Building Beautiful Commission, 

Living with beauty (2020)

https://www.towerhamlets.gov.uk/Documents/Planning-and-building-control/Supplementary-guidance/SPD/Central-Area-SPD.pdf
https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/the_london_plan_2021.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/groups/building-better-building-beautiful-commission
https://www.gov.uk/government/groups/building-better-building-beautiful-commission


2021, including revisions to the National Planning Policy Framework 
(NPPF) to implement a stronger focus on beauty, and the publication 
of the National Model Design Code, whose purpose is ‘to provide 
detailed guidance on the production of design codes, guides and 
policies to promote successful design’. 4

In addition to this, existing guidance such as the GLA’s Character 
and Context Supplementary Planning Guidance5 and Historic 
England’s Characterisation of London’s Historic Environment6 further 
set out processes on how to study existing context to inform new 
developments. 

TOWER HAMLETS CONTEXT 
The London Borough of Tower Hamlets has the highest housing 
target in London, the majority of which is expected to be delivered 
within the Opportunity Areas identified in the London Plan.7 However, 
a significant part of this target will also be delivered within the 
Central Area – which though not an Opportunity Area, will need to 
accommodate 7,597 homes (based on targets published in 2021). 

Since the Central Area has a well-established, low-rise residential 
character, the council wanted to promote a contextual response 
for future development. Due to the existing density in this part of 
the borough and the lack of large-scale sites for development, the 
council understood that growth would happen in a piecemeal way 
and mostly on small and infill sites (of up to 0.25 hectares). Despite 
being small scale, this kind of development faces fundamental 
challenges and takes up a substantial amount of officer time to 
assess planning applications. 

Therefore, the council decided to develop the Central Area Good 
Growth SPD to both ensure existing character was respected and 
enhanced, as well as to improve planning certainty by providing 
clarity on the council’s design aspirations. 

4 MHCLG, National Model Design Code (2021) p.1
5 GLA, Character and Context SPG (2014)
6 Historic England, London Plan Review - Project No.2: 

Characterisation of London’s historic environment (2016)
7 GLA, The London Plan (2021)

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/957205/National_Model_Design_Code.pdf
https://www.london.gov.uk/what-we-do/planning/implementing-london-plan/london-plan-guidance-and-spgs/character-and-context
https://historicengland.org.uk/content/docs/get-involved/luc-characterisation-london-historic-environment-final-report-pdf/
https://historicengland.org.uk/content/docs/get-involved/luc-characterisation-london-historic-environment-final-report-pdf/
https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/the_london_plan_2021.pdf


Map of Tower Hamlets highlighting the Central Area.

A spread from the SPD visualising the timeline of key events that shaped 
the urban morphology of the Central Area.
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The Central Area: Timeline

1740s: Royal 
London Hospital 
is founded. 
Annie Brewster, 
one of the 
first identified 
nurses of African 
descent, worked 
here from 1881 
to 1902.

1600s-1700s: 
Thames 
docklands led 
to seamen from 
Eastern Africa, 
Southern and 
Eastern Asia to 
settle in Tower 
Hamlets from at 
least the 1600s.

1770:
Limehouse Cut 
Canal opened.

1900: Boundary 
Estate in Shoreditch 
is the first council 
housing scheme to 
be built

Underground
stations open
in the Central
Area

Tower Hill 
memorial hon-
ours Bengali 
seamen who 
supported the 
war effort

Heavy 
damage 
during WWII



OBJECTIVES 
The overall objectives of the SPD were to:

 — Provide guidance to help deliver housing growth.
 — Help to ensure new developments respect and enhance the 

well-established character of this part of the borough.
 — Encourage good quality, sustainable housing.
 — Allow for a variety of housing solutions and promote innovation 

where possible.
 — Support those involved in putting forward development 

proposals by providing more certainty on the council’s 
aspirations.

 — Describe the character and buildings of the Central Area to 
inform context-led design.

STRUCTURE 
The SPD is divided into two parts. Part A is a Character Appraisal of 
the Central Area. The council had already produced similar studies: 
the Tower Hamlets Urban Structure and Characterisation Study 
covered the whole borough and was published in 2009, with an 
addendum produced in 2016. Both form part of the Tower Hamlets 
Local Plan 2031 evidence-base.8 However, a more recent character 
study of the borough’s Central Area (see figure 1) was needed to 
inform the design guidelines. 

Part A presents a detailed analysis of each Character Place included 
in the Central Area, as well as a study of the most common residential 
typologies. In addition to informing the guidelines contained in Part 
B, Part A is also used by applicants to understand the character traits 
that developments need to respect and respond to. 

Part B contains Guidelines for Good Growth. These are broken down 
into three levels of guidance: 

1. Character-based Growth Principles, which help to structure 
early stage design discussions. The growth principles set out 
a design vision for a site: whether it would be most suitable 
for developments to perform a reinforcement of character, to 
mediate between different characters, or to reinvent character. 

2. Design Toolkit for Small Sites, which presents site type-specific 
guidelines. The toolkit provides more detailed guidelines for 
different types of sites including streetscape infill, corner infill, 

8 Tower Hamlets, Local Plan (2020)

https://www.towerhamlets.gov.uk/lgnl/planning_and_building_control/planning_policy_guidance/Local_plan/local_plan.aspx


backland, garden infill, roof and rear extensions. The site-
types were defined based on a mapping of small sites found 
in the Central Area, which helped to identify what were the 
real development opportunities and to establish a focus for the 
toolkit. 

3. Design Principles for Residential Developments, which contain 
guidelines that should be followed by all housing developments. 
This section provides housing design guidelines covering a 
range of topics from scale and proportions to fostering a sense 
of community and improving energy efficiency.

CHALLENGES 
Most of the Central Area Good Growth SPD was produced during a 
period of Covid-19 restrictions, and as a result, engagement had to be 
conducted entirely remotely – which brought a number of significant 
challenges. Beyond the specific circumstances of the pandemic, the 
key challenges in developing the two parts of the SPD were:

 — Bringing together distinct council interests across planning, 
housing, and sustainability, to ensure that the document 
reflected different stakeholders’ views. 

 — Achieving internal buy-in for the document’s proposed scope  
and priorities. One of the challenges around this was due to the 
fact that the SPD looks at a part of the borough that is not under 
the same growth pressure as other parts and therefore that 
does not have the same level of stakeholder focus.

 — Understanding the gaps in the existing policy that the SPD 
needed to help fill to ensure that the document supports officers 
assessing applications as well as applicants themselves. 

 — Distilling extensive information on character and heritage to 
keep character appraisal concise and focussed. 

 — Achieving a balance between being too prescriptive in the 
guidance and not allowing for innovative design solutions, and 
not providing enough certainty to support the council and the 
planning process. 

 — Engaging local residents in the consultation for the SPD and 
ensuring that a representative proportion of the borough was 
consulted on the production of the document. It was particularly 
challenging to engage local residents in discussions about 
technical design requirements and aspirations.  
 



APPROACH

INSOURCING 
Although more common for local authorities to outsource the 
production of character studies and design guidelines to consultants, 
Tower Hamlets had a positive experience with the in-house 
production of the High-Density Living SPD in 2020. 9 

As a result, the Place-Shaping Team decided to insource the 
production of the character appraisal and design guidance for the 
Central Area, funded from the GLA’s Home Building Capacity Fund10 
and the Small SitesxSmall Builders Fund.11 The former supports 
councils in developing the skills, capacity and expertise to deliver 
new approaches to increasing housing supply, whilst the latter 
supports councils in bringing small, publicly-owned sites forward for 
housing-led development.

DESIGN GUIDANCE NOT DESIGN CODES 
The SPD was developed as a design guidance, rather than a design 
code – the MHCLG differentiates them in the National Design Guide.   
This was due to a number of reasons:

 — The Central Area covers an extensive part of the borough and 
therefore a document providing the more detailed and site-specific 
parameters that a code requires would be extremely lengthy.

 — It is also an area that, despite having a well-established overall 
character, has significant variety of typologies found within 
neighbourhoods, as well as extensive variety of types of infill 
sites, which would also present challenges to coding. 

 — Therefore, it was considered that guidance on how residential 
developments should be carried out in accordance with good 
design practice linked to commonly found ‘types of sites’, rather 
than in accordance with specific sites and stricter indicators, 
was considered more appropriate. 

9 The High Density Living SPD (2020) was delivered in-house by an 
Associate from Public Practice’s first cohort. The SPD also contains 
design guidelines, and its focus is on high-density residential de-
velopments across Tower Hamlets. 

10 Mayor of London, Homebuilding Capacity Fund (2018)
11 Mayor of London, Support for public landowners (2020)

https://ehq-production-europe.s3.eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/805e6e35137053d0ab514b55daeefb3990f478a3/original/1612259120/Appendix_1_-_High_Density_Living_SPD_Dec_2020_Cabinet_LR.pdf_362a86c7f9768bebe9a41e44cce3de36?X-Amz-Algorithm=AWS4-HMAC-SHA256&X-Amz-Credential=AKIAIBJCUKKD4ZO4WUUA%2F20220216%2Feu-west-1%2Fs3%2Faws4_request&X-Amz-Date=20220216T144344Z&X-Amz-Expires=300&X-Amz-SignedHeaders=host&X-Amz-Signature=17b0156ed3680306e72fb5bd3d57ca4bf672ff8beec6bf01791d8d14b8bfde95
https://www.london.gov.uk/what-we-do/housing-and-land/homebuilding-capacity-fund
https://www.london.gov.uk/what-we-do/housing-and-land/homebuilding-capacity-fund


STAGE DETAILS EST. TIME TAKEN

Initial Research 
and Character 
Appraisal

A desktop-based review of existing character 
studies and design guidelines produced by both 
Tower Hamlets and other Authorities was conducted 
to establish best-practice.   

Each Character Place within the Central Area 
was studied with a focus on heritage, townscape, 
existing housing typologies, urban grain and 
movement. The most common housing typologies 
were then compiled and analysed.  

8 months

Early stage 
engagement

Early stage internal and external engagement 
established the priorities for the SPD, in particular, 
its design guidelines.

2 months

First draft Based on the character appraisal and in close 
collaboration with the Development Management 
Team, the guidelines were drafted and tested 
internally and a series of case studies to illustrate 
the council’s design aspirations were selected.  

4 months

Further 
engagement

The guidelines were subsequently tested with a 
group of local architects and developers. 

Public consultation on the character appraisal and 
the design guidelines was conducted and widely 
publicised through social media, leaflets, newspaper 
adverts, newsletters and targeted emails.

A series of open sessions and targeted workshops 
were facilitated throughout the consultation period.  

3 months

Final amendments The SPD was reviewed based on the feedback 
received and amended for adoption.  

1 month

PROJECT DELIVERY 
The stages taken to develop the character appraisal (Part A),  
and the subsequent design guidelines (Part B) are outlined in the 
table below.



LEARNINGS 
Throughout the process of developing the Central Area Good  
Growth SPD, the authors identified the following recommendations 
across a range of themes for other Authorities developing  
context-led design guidance.

 

 

Central

Area
Good 

Growth 

The Tower Hamlets Central Area Good Growth SPD.



1. Starting Out 
------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 
BE CLEAR WHAT THE SPD IS FOR 
Understand how the character appraisal will be used. Discussing 
the scope of the study with Development Management officers was 
essential to understand what type of character appraisal would be 
most helpful for their work in assessing planning applications.

GET COUNCIL TEAMS AND COLLEAGUES INVOLVED 
Doing the work in-house meant that existing expertise could be 
captured and that the guidelines closely reflected the council’s 
aspirations and addressed common challenges faced by 
Development Management and Place-Shaping officers. As such, 
developing guidance collaboratively with Development Management 
and Place-Shaping officers was essential. The internal workshops 
also helped to develop in-house capacity through peer learning. 
They allowed teams to discuss the design challenges and solutions 
on schemes they had been involved with whilst reviewing the 
council’s general approach to small-scale housing developments.

MAKE LINKS ACROSS TEAMS 
Plan out extensive internal engagement that involves officers from 
across relevant teams. Key teams to integrate into the design 
guidance and character appraisal production are those that will be 
making use of the design guidance to assess planning applications 
or bring applications forward, and any design officers: this may 
include Housing Delivery officers, Development Management 
officers, Regeneration officers, Place-Shaping officers and in-house 
Design teams. It is also crucial to meet with teams with overlapping 
responsibilities, such as Highways & Transport, Public Realm, Town 
Centre, Waste and Parks teams.

IDENTIFY WHAT EVIDENCE BASE IS REQUIRED 
Identifying early on what evidence-based is needed to support 
a robust document is key to ensuring appropriate resources are 
dedicated to producing the guidance, especially if this is delivered 
in-house. 

GATHER QUANTITATIVE AND QUALITATIVE EVIDENCE 
 For a document as complex as a design guidance, it is important to 
include a variety of sources for the evidence-base. From desktop-
based studies of sites likely to come forward and existing housing 
typologies, to qualitative data collected through workshops on 
common challenges around housing developments on small sites, it 
is key to capture internal and external feedback and aspirations from 
officers, elected members and the local community.    



SITE MAPPING  
Understand where the guidance is likely to be used. Identifying 
the most common types of sites likely to come forward helped to 
produce guidelines based on real development opportunities. By 
mapping out potential sites, it was possible to estimate the number 
of homes that this guidance will apply to and compare it to the 
council’s strategic objectives for the borough. 

2. The Document
------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

KEEP THE DOCUMENT CONCISE & FOCUSED 
It is crucial to have a clearly defined focus and area of study even if 
that means producing an appraisal that does not cover every aspect 
of the character. Officers and applicants are under time constraints 
and will be more likely to use a document that is concise, user-
friendly, and quick to consult.  Only detailing specific elements of the 
character appraisal that were directly relevant to the guidance also 
made it easier to then develop the context-led design guidance. 
Within the character appraisal, the detailed analysis focused on 
existing residential buildings with categorisations of typical scenarios 
which were referenced in the design guidance and helped to shape 
the latter.  

A spread from the character appraisal section of the SPD.
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Typical building types 

A. Completed in 2018,
this 7-storey regeneration
development forming part of
the Burdett Estate includes
a mosque and a school with
residential units above.

B. Late 1860s 2-storey
terraces with canted bay
window at ground floor
and simple Victorian sash
windows above, stuccoed
details on ground floor,
part of Swaton Road
Conservation area.

C. 4-storey uniform
maisonette blocks, part of
the post-war Lincoln Estate,
built between 1958-1970s
with over 800 dwellings. The
estate also includes two
19-storey blocks. Much of
the estate was refurbished
in the 1990s.

3.3 Bow Common

A

B

C

D

E
F

G

H

Typical building types 

D. 5-storey brick housing
blocks from 1929 with a
Neo-Georgian façade to the
front and utilitarian deck-
access at the back.

G. Late 19th Century grand
terraces with elevated
ground floor, semi-
basements, 3-sided bay
windows and decorative
stuccoes surrounds to
windows and doors,
remnants of the Cotton
Estate, now part of the
Brickfield Conservation Area

E. Housing development
with varying heights,
up to 14 storeys, facing
Limehouse Cut completed
in the late 2010s to replace
a former industrial use of
the site.

H. 3-storey post-war
housing blocks built
between 1957-1958 with
plain brick panels, recessed
private balconies and
shallow gabled roofs.

F. Early post-war blocks
of 4-6 storeys with a
regular grid and projecting
balconies. Pitched roofs and
other features were added
between 1998-2000.

3.3 Bow Common



Pages from the design toolkit for new builds inlcuded in the SPD.

Access 

25° 25°

Site

Daylight/
sunlight 
impact
analysis

New access 
through 
streetscape
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Footprint & site layout
• Developments should create a 

pedestrian-friendly frontage and access.
• Developments should set out a clear 

access and management strategy (i.e. 
fire safety, servicing, circulation) for 
the site as this is likely to determine 
the potential capacity. Access can be 
provided through existing gaps in the 
surrounding built form or by creating new 
points of entrance in the urban block that 
are carefully integrated into streetscape.

• Orientation of habitable rooms and 
windows should be carefully designed 
to guarantee privacy and appropriate 
daylight/sunlight levels to new and 
existing dwellings.

• Developments should promote ground 
floor front-door access.  

Built form
• Scale and height should be of an equal 

or smaller scale to existing buildings. 
They should also be based on separation 
distances to existing buildings and 
maintaining appropriate levels of daylight/
sunlight and privacy.

Design & appearance
• If parts of developments are visible from 

the street, a detailed analysis of impacts 
on townscape and views should be done 
to ensure the design promotes a positive 
integration with surrounding buildings.

• Developments should seek to maintain 
instances of long views between buildings 
and backgardens.

• Amenity space is likely to be more 
appropriate through internal courtyards 
and inward-facing balconies.

Character-growth principles

Suitable for:  Mediation Reinvention

New build Backland 
(no current access to street)

New build Backland 
(no current access to street)

Examples

Moray Mews
London (Islington)
Peter Barber Architects

New mews development 
where each house is 
entered through a private 
courtyard which provides 
good defensible space for 
the residents. Oriel windows 
allow for added interest and 
good use of light. (photo 
©Morley von Sternberg)

Otts Yard
London (Camden)
vPPR Architects

This backland development 
place extra care into how it 
would look like from above, 
creating an interesting 
landscaped green roof for 
the surrounding units to look 
at. (photo ©Helene Binet)

Moore Park Road 
London (Hammersmith 
and Fulham)
Stephen Taylor Architects

Four carefully-orientated 
houses within a backland 
infill plot. Each house 
faces inwards into a private 
courtyard space. Materials, 
massing and roof form 
reflect the surrounding 
housing. (photo ©David 
Grandorge and Stephen 
Taylor Architects)

3. Engagement
-------------------------------------------------------------------------

 
ENGAGE EARLY 
Set out your consultation strategy early, developing a stakeholder 
analysis to map groups, individuals and statutory consultees and 
how they will be reached whilst scoping the project and devising 
the overall programme. Understand the different opportunities and 
limitations presented by early stage engagement and statutory 
consultation. Early stage engagement can be useful for open 
questions that will help to structure the content of the design 
guidance and reveal how people feel about their neighbourhoods 
and what they consider to be ‘good’ new developments. Statutory 
consultation will require feedback on a draft document.

ENGAGE THE WIDER INDUSTRY 
Include early consultation with industry professionals. Testing the 
design guidance with architects and developers early on in the 
process helps to flag up potential conflicts such as around viability or 
sustainability accreditations, and to address them with council officers.



ENGAGE RESIDENTS 
Engagement sessions with residents are key to collecting local 
knowledge about the area and reflecting a diversity of opinions. 
Only 1% of people that visited the Central Area Good Growth SPD 
online consultation page, filled out the online consultation survey – 
indicating that more pro-active engagement is required.

BUILD RELATIONSHIPS WITH INSTITUTIONS 
It is important to build relationships with institutions. People are more 
likely to come to an event or respond to consultation if they have been 
invited by someone they trust, especially on a subject matter they 
are unfamiliar with. Establish partnerships with community groups, 
local interest groups, institutions, universities, schools etc. This is 
particularly relevant with younger residents who are more likely to 
attend events when invited by a teacher, tutor or youth worker.  
 
USE TARGETED FOCUS GROUPS 
Targeted focus group sessions can be a helpful way to attract 
specific interests (self-build, conservation, safety, active travel), 
demographics (youth/elderly residents, minority groups) and 
neighbourhood-specific residents (neighbourhood forums, separate 
events for different streets/neighbourhood). Consideration should be 
given to remunerating participants for longer workshops, especially 
for younger residents. Focus groups can also feel like more of a safe 
place for residents to interact as they know which other people to 
expect to be in the room or online call.  
 
DISCUSS REAL-LIFE SCENARIOS  
Discussing existing typologies in more general terms was a good 
way to bridge between character appraisals and design guidance 
for future developments: people find it easier to reflect on something 
they have already seen and experienced.

PROVIDE TRAINING 
Consulting on design guidance can be a challenging topic for many 
residents and local communities. Investigate the possibility of 
delivering training and capacity-building as part of the consultation 
process. This could include reviewing examples of design guidance 
and the different developments that may result from them.

GET OTHER COUNCIL TEAMS & OFFICER INVOLVED 
Liaise with different council teams to help with outreach: 
Communications Team, Housing Team, Youth Advisors, etc. 
Colleagues might not fully understand your work or why character 
appraisals and design guidance need extra help to get people 
interested, so have succinct presentations ready to show to different 
council teams and ideally partner up to break silos when delivering 
events and workshops.



Pages from the character appraisal of Bow.

Pages from the design principles for residential developments, on bins 
and bike storage.
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7.9 Bin and bike storage

• If not carefully integrated into the 
development, refuse and bicycles 
can create clutter on the street scene. 
Appropriate locations and materiality 
should be considered from an early 
design stage to ensure that storage 
is secure, accessible, weatherproof 
and that it is integrated into the design 
and material palette of the proposed 
development. 

• Dedicated external enclosed storage 
area can keep bins and bikes separate to 
the home and screened from the street. 
The store material should be durable and 
relate to the building design and may be 
in timber, brick, metal, among others. 
Sufficient height should be allowed so 
that lids can be opened fully without 
having to pull the bins out. 

• Communal external bin storage should 
be positioned and located in a way that 
it minimises disturbance for streets, 
green spaces and waterways to avoid 
causing a negative effect to the use and 
appearance of these socially important 
areas. 

• The design and location of the waste 
stores should take account of vehicle and 
pedestrian circulation. Waste containers 
should be stored not more than 10m from 
collection point. 

• Developments should consider how the 
different streams of waste (recycling, 
household, garden waste and food waste) 
will be stored, managed and collected. 

• Bin storage should be well ventilated to 
allow for the dispersal of odours. 

• Where stores are located within the 
building envelope, developments should 
ensure that the design of the façade is not 
overly dominated by too many servicing 
doors. Grouping the stores together to the 
north of the building will improve energy 
performance.  

• For larger developments, applicants 
should consider the use of underground 
refuse stores (URS). URS should be 
located where it avoids the need for 
servicing from the public highway.  

• For roof extensions creating residential 
units above shops where the current 
lack of suitable waste storage leads to 
it presented in bags on the footpath, 
additional bin storage should be provided 
within the building envelope. Where this 
is not possible, the council may consider 
waste arrangements to match the 
existing.

Design principle 8: Developments 
should integrate bin and bike storage 
into the layout and design of the 
building. 

Example of Underground Refuse Stores.

7.9 Bin and bike storage

• Convenient bike storage is a crucial 
element in encouraging active travel. 
Developments should provide secure, 
integrated, convenient and accessible 
cycle parking facilities to London Plan 
standards. 

• Cycle storage should not require bicycles 
to be wheeled through living spaces.  

• Provision for visitor cycle parking should 
be made in accordance with the London 
Plan. This is best provided with cycle 
racks or stands which are in a well 
overlooked and accessible location.  

• Any additional provision for visitor cycle 
parking and encouragements for the use 
of active travel and connections to green 
grids and cycle routes will be viewed 
favourably. 

Local Plan policies:
D.MW3: Waste collection facilities in 
new development
Appendix 3: Parking standards

Further information and guidance:
LBTH Reuse, Recycling and  
Waste SPD
London Plan 2021 (Chapter 10)
TfL London Cycle Design Standards

Bin and bike storage integrated into 
building design with recessed front door. 
(photo ©Jack Hobhouse & Morris+co) 

Bike store integrated into covered entrance 
in a secure, visible and accessible location. 
(photo ©Dirk Lindner & Gort Scott)
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3.2 Bow 3.2 Bow

Introduction
Bow is a predominantly residential area. 
Roman Road acts as an important hub for 
the community with its variety of shops, 
restaurants and cafés. In certain days of 
the week, there is a pedestrianised market 
on the east end of Roman Road selling a 
variety of food, clothing, crafts and books 
and attracting a high level of pedestrian 
activity.  

‘The energy of the community is made 
special from the buzz of activity. Roman 
Road’s shops, multiculturalism and activity 
make the area retain a unique character 
that is rooted in excitement and positive 
change. History in Bow is visible and 
places of religious worship make the 
neighbourhood special. St Paul’s Old 
Ford Road Church is, for me, a standout 
architectural heritage feature.’ (local 
resident)

        Central Area boundary
Open space
Water space
District centre



NEXT STEPS 
This Case Study was based on the experience of the in-house 
development of an SPD, consisting of a character appraisal and 
design recommendations for housing developments on small sites in 
a dense, inner-London context. Further steps could include:

 — Testing the recommendations and resources in other urban 
contexts – in outer London and in other parts of England. 

 — Gather feedback on whether the recommendations are useful 
for Authorities commissioning consultants to deliver character 
appraisals and/or design guidance. 

 — Develop further activities and methodologies for co-production 
of design guidance which would involve a more collaborative 
approach to working with local residents, community groups 
and professionals working in the borough.

Public Practice welcomes feedback on the findings and 
recommendations set out in this Case Study to help update the 
resources and inform future research. Please contact us at  
info@publicpractice.org.uk.
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Local, regional, and national policy have increasingly 
raised the importance of achieving high-quality design 
and the need for local authorities to promote it through the 
production of design guidance and analysis of existing 
character. There is also an increasing focus on context-led 
design, particularly in dense places such as London 
where it is key to ensure that new developments respect 
and respond to existing built form.

This Case Study is based on practice reflections from 
year-long placements in the London Borough of Tower 
Hamlets, between October 2019 and April 2021, during 
which the authors delivered design guidance for the 
central part of the borough in the form of a Supplementary 
Planning Document (SPD). Due to the low-rise, residential 
nature of the neighbourhoods that are part of Tower 
Hamlets’ Central Area, the design recommendations were 
based on a character appraisal to ensure they would 
promote a contextual response.

The Case Study gives details on the creation of the 
character appraisal and design guidance, and the lessons 
learned have been distilled and are shared as 
recommendations for other Authorities embarking on 
similar processes.

#DesignQuality #SmallSites #Housing

Practice Notes and other resources are available 
to download at www.publicpractice.org.uk/resources

http://www.publicpractice.org.uk/resources

