Edinburgh Design Guidance Consultation

consultationhub.edinburgh.gov.uk/sfc/review-of-edinburgh-design-guidance/
Response by Spokes, the Lothian Cycle Campaign

Thanks you for the opportunity to respond to this consultation.

We shall focus mainly on the parking standards issues, but there are other matters of relevance to cycling as a healthy, benign, convenient and non-polluting mode of urban travel.

Each issue will be given a Context (quotes from the document) and a Response.

1 Introduction

Context:

Greater emphasis has now been placed on creating places that support the development of a compact, sustainable city. Support for active travel and public transport is reflected in revised parking controls in new developments. Landscape, biodiversity and green infrastructure are given greater prominence to reflect the wider contribution they make to placemaking and wellbeing. 

Response:

This looks promising.

1.4 Coordinate Development

Context:

Connections outside the city centre—Brandfield St. 

An important new connection has been made through the former brewery site. It is made as accessible as possible through the inclusion of the ramp. Landscape and overlooking contribute to its attractiveness. [photo shows steps and ramp]

Response:

This is actually an example of really bad design from a cycling viewpoint. The location is a major potential cycle route from Bruntsfield and the south side to Haymarket and beyond. The steps are fine for pedestrians - straight and direct. The ramp is fine for the disabled, with a shallow gradient. But cyclists have to use the ramp too. The corners are too tight for comfortable cycling, meaning that less confident cyclists, and cyclists with trailers, child-adapters or even large panniers, have to dismount and walk. 

The change of height is sufficiently small that a straight ramp would have been ideal for cyclists. The developers have gone for a 'one-size-fits-all' solution which does not satisfy the hundreds of cyclists who potentially could benefit.

Spokes pointed out, from the pre-application stages of the consultation onwards, that the proposals would be unsuitable for cyclists and that a straight ramp was needed for this shallow slope. Our protests made no difference whatsoever to the outcome. Here was an example where the Planners could have insisted that facilities for the disabled cannot just be employed for cyclists too; that cyclists need their own space, especially for slopes.

The Design Guide should insist that major developments make provision for three categories of user - pedestrians, disabled, cyclist - and point out that slopes have different solutions for cyclists vs the disabled.

1.5 Density

Context:

High density development helps Edinburgh be a compact and vibrant city. Having higher densities allows land to be used more efficiently, helps regeneration and minimises the amount of Greenfield land being taken for development. Higher densities also help maintain the vitality and viability of local services and facilities such as schools and local shops, and encourage the effective provision of public transport. 

Response:

We totally endorse this, and would add that high density is very important for active travel, both walking and cycling. Edinburgh has traditionally been a high-density city and one of its greatest attractions is the facility to be able to walk and cycle to work.

As the city begins to sprawl, not only is vital greenfield and Green Belt land lost, but low density housing on it means far greater amounts of land are wasted; and cycling to work, leisure, shopping etc becomes less attractive. The result - an unsustainable suburbia far too reliant on the private car; more congestion, more pollution.

The Tables in the Technical Guidance (pp 35-6) illustrate the number of units per hectare which can be achieved: up to 172 for blocks of flats, 99-164 for tenements,  115 for colonies. Low density detached housing manages around 20 units/hectare by comparison.

2.4 Design, Integration, Quantity of Parking

Context 1: Car parking

Need for car parking can be set against opportunities to support other modes of travel, including maximising access to public transport 

Car parking maximums should be applied for all developments, though careful consideration must be given to mitigating potential parking over-spill to surrounding streets 

Reducing the impact of the car not only creates more a sustainable place to live, but helps to address congestion, air pollution and noise, and improves the public realm. 

Poorly conceived parking strategies have implications which stretch much wider than a site’s boundaries. For example, large expanses of car parking can be visually intrusive and detrimental to the area’s character and appearance in addition to encouraging non-essential car trips. Likewise, insufficient provision can be equally damaging in areas which are not designed to accommodate large quantities of on-street parking. ...

In some instances the level of parking proposed will be lower than the maximum limits set by the Standards. Potentially zero provision will be justifiable in highly accessible and dense locations such as within the city centre. ... 

Clearly if an area is well connected to amenities which are accessible by foot, bicycle or public transport, the need for car parking will be lower than in less accessible areas. In these instances, cycle parking may form the majority of a site’s parking provision. Pedestrian desire lines within and adjacent to each site should be identified at the outset to inform proposals which prioritise safe and convenient pedestrian movement. ...

Response 1:

We broadly endorse all this, and welcome the Council's recognition of the problems created by the private car in the city. One slide shown at the Design Guidance Workshop said: “if you plan for cars, you get cars”. This could not be more true, but the converse is also true: if you design cars out, they do not necessarily go elsewhere: some just 'evaporate'; in other words residents choose alternative travel modes.

In the recent case of the future of former Boroughmuir High School, Spokes and others argued that car spaces should be reduced from the 95 proposed by the developer. The planning requirements for parking, as set by CEC, varied from zero to 140 (for 119 dwelling units). We argued that since so many facilities and amenities are available locally, within walking and cycling distance, and indeed many centres of employment are certainly within cycling distance, car spaces should be close to zero, with provision for Car Club and some disabled parking.

The question then arises as to whether the residents are allowed to buy permits to park in adjacent streets. While appreciating the problem, we believe the Council should experiment with the idea of low levels of parking PLUS no access to permits, creating a virtually car-free development.

In principle, the land saved by reducing car spaces could and should be used for more residential units, though this might not be possible in all cases (such as the Boroughmuir example, where the school building to be adapted sits firmly in the centre of the site). 

If the 'more units' solution is not feasible, the space freed up can be used to enhance the landscapes around the site, making the properties more attractive - as in the Boroughmuir case. 

“Mitigating over-spill into surrounding streets” : in the Boroughmuir case, the streets are already heavily congested with parked cars. The 95 spaces proposed by the developers would simply make the situation worse by increasing the traffic load.

Cars take space, whether they are moving or stationary. Land, especially urban land, is expensive. Car owners are not, currently, paying the going rate for the land their vehicles consume (compare office space, which is charged by the square foot).

In the longer term, Local Authorities need to put pressure on the Government to facilitate charging for all urban car space, and the revenue could be used for better road maintenance, and more cycle and pedestrian facilities.

Charges for car spaces in workplaces, retail parks, supermarkets and all other destinations with over a specified minimum (10?) of car spaces should be introduced. The charge should be levied on the business (not the individual car user) so as to encourage businesses to minimise car spaces and to promote sustainable and active travel to their staff and to their customers. The valuable urban land currently taken up by car parks could be re-used to mitigate the housing shortage, if suitable incentives for the landowners were introduced.

In response to the last sentence of 'Context', above (ped/cycle 'desire lines'), we would like to see residential schemes designed to facilitate direct pedestrian and cycle movement, while vehicle movement is designed to be indirect - a principle already tested in the Netherlands - in order to encourage active travel.

Context 2: Cycle Parking

The Council is committed to increasing cycling’s share of travel in the city in line with the targets set-out in the Active Travel Action Plan. High quality cycle parking, including secure storage, is essential in making cycling as attractive as possible. 

Cycle parking should be considered in-terms of two provision types – long stay and short stay. 

Long-stay parking is likely to be required in residential developments, nurseries/schools, further education centres, and places of employment, as cycles are generally parked for long periods of a day. Focus should therefore be on the location, security and weather protection aspects of cycle parking design. It is recommended that associated facilities, including lockers, showers and changing rooms, are provided at land uses where long stay cyclists require them. 

Short-stay parking should, as a minimum, serve all other development types and should be available for customers and other visitors to use. Short- stay parking should be convenient and readily accessible, preferably with step-free access and located close to entrances. 

In many cases there will be a requirement for both long and short-stay provision to accommodate the differing needs of employees, residents and students, versus the requirements of customers or visitors to a site. ...

Response 2:

We broadly agree with these proposals, and support the distinction between short and long-stay cycle parking.

However, we have two other considerations to add: one is the need for adequate cycle parking at small supermarkets usually run as branches of the main ones, with names like'Metro', 'Local' etc. These are rapidly increasing in number but often have no cycle parking at all. The reason given is that they arise as 'changes of use' and are therefore not subject to the regulations for cycle parking.

If this is so, the regulations need to be changed so that Planning can insist on the addition of cycle parking, possibly provided by the Council (in the street) but at the developers' expense.

The second relates to p.51 of the Document, “smaller scale on-plot car parking for residential developments”. We believe this could be applied also to cycle parking, to provide “attractive run-ins” for cycles and accessible bike storage in front gardens for easy daily use.

2.8 Adaptability

Context: 

Many buildings are designed with specific uses in mind. If the design becomes too specific this can mean it is very difficult to make changes to the building that can give it a new use at a later date. 

Response:

We agree. The number 1 principle for sustainability is the re-use of the existing, be it goods or property. In Edinburgh we have a very high number of large buildings such as offices, hotels and student accommodation which should be designed from the outset for re-use, especially offices, which have a habit of becoming redundant quite quickly.

The suburbs in particular have a large number of redundant office buildings which could be re-used as residential. Very often they are well located for public transport and cycle routes, which makes them eminently suitable for re-use. Adaptation, however, is expensive. It makes more sense to design for multi-purpose at the outset.

2.9 Mix of Uses

Context:

Having a mix of uses in a development can help both its sustainability and the sustainability of an area as a whole. If the services that people use are located in close proximity to where they are, there will be less reliance on transport as people will be more likely to walk [or cycle]. 

Making places vibrant and interesting through providing a mix of uses, will help them become resilient to changes in the economy and make them more attractive to new development. [Illustration: Middle Meadow Walk]

Response:

More generally, we agree with this section, but would go much further. In our view the zoning of the city into 'industrial', 'commercial', 'residential' etc is out-dated. We should add 'workplaces' to 'services' in the first paragraph of 'Context' above. Industrial uses are no longer the dirty, smoky, noisy places they used to be.

'Reducing the need to travel' is now regarded as the Number 1 priority and this can be achieved by planning new developments with a wider mix of uses.

Edinburgh Park is a prime example of overall poor design in this respect. Vast quantities of land which could become housing is wasted as car parks. If these became housing, residents could live within walking distance of their workplace, and the housing shortage eased.

Edinburgh Park was designed many years ago, so there is some excuse for the waste of urban land. But lessons have not been learned. The recent “West Edinburgh Retail Park”, built on the site of the old Fruit Market, is another case. Part of the site is becoming residential, but more than a quarter of it is comprised of a large open car park. The site is well situated for walking, cycling and public transport and would have been ideal for more housing.

We wonder how such waste of land could in future be avoided. Is there a case for an independent 'Land Use Commission' which would ensure that valuable urban land is put to good purpose, to ensure more housing on sites within the existing city, well served for cycling and public transport; and to reduce the urban sprawl which is currently lowering Edinburgh's great reputation as a sustainably designed city.

Thank you for the opportunity to respond to the Document.

Peter Hawkins

Spokes Planning Group

