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1. Project name  
 
Harlow and Gilston Garden Town Sustainability Guidance 
 
2. Aims of the Quality Review Panel meeting 

 
The Quality Review Panel provides impartial and objective advice from a diverse 
range of highly experienced practitioners. This report draws together the panel’s 
advice and is not intended to be a minute of the proceedings. It is intended that the 
panel’s advice may assist project and development management teams in making 
design improvements where appropriate and in addition may support decision-
making, in order to secure the highest possible quality of development. 

 
3. Background 
 
The Harlow and Gilston Garden Town Sustainability Guidance and Checklist is being 
prepared to promote sustainability standards supporting the delivery of the Harlow 
and Gilston Garden Town vision and principles, and the local planning authorities 
(Harlow, Epping Forest District and East Herts) environmental and sustainability 
policies. The document has been produced by the in-house Harlow and Gilston 
Garden Town project team. It is intended to be used by planning officers and 
applicants. A RAG (Red, Amber, Green) checklist is intended to be used by officers 
and at QRP review sessions.  
 
The Sustainability Guidance will be reported to the Garden Town Member board with 
a recommendation for endorsement and agreement to take back to three district 
councils- giving it some material planning weight when considering applications.  
 
The panel is asked to comment on: the document’s legibility, whether it is sufficiently 
robust to be implemented by officers and applicants; whether it is ambitious enough; 
any omissions; and how strong incentives can be incorporated to encourage 
applicants to aim for ‘best practice’. 
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4. Quality Review Panel’s views 
 
Summary 
 
The Quality Review Panel warmly welcomes and supports the work being undertaken 
in developing the Sustainability Guidance – it promises to be a helpful tool in guiding 
applicants and officers in interpreting and applying adopted sustainability policies 
within the Garden Town. While the panel commends the broad scope and audience 
of the Guidance, it recommends prioritising and focusing on where it can have the 
greatest and most immediate impact. It will also be important that the document can 
adapt as targets shift over the Garden Town project’s long-term delivery. The panel 
strongly recommends being clearer about outcomes sought – this will ensure the 
document’s longevity and relevance. While the panel thinks the Sustainability 
Guidance will be an excellent tool supporting pre-application discussions, it would like 
to hear more about how the Guidance will be applied during the planning application 
stage and post-completion. It will be critical to consider training and resourcing as 
part of the business case for the Garden Town project. It also recommends setting 
higher targets – these should match the ambition of the Garden Town. While the 
panel supports the overarching aims and structure of the document it recommends 
refinements including: work to close the gap between sustainability and placemaking; 
greater emphasis on the importance of masterplanning; clarity about definitions, 
including zero carbon; renewable / low carbon hierarchy; fabric performance; circular 
economy; and socio-economic sustainability. It also provides advice on testing the 
guidance and notes some omissions. Further details on the panel’s views are 
provided below. 
 
Approach and priorities  
 

• The panel strongly supports the aim of the Sustainability Guidance – in 
providing timely guidance on how to implement the adopted and emerging 
environmental and social sustainability policies of the five authorities, within 
the Garden Town. 

 
• The scope of the Guidance is broad, as is its potential audience. It will be 

critical to prioritise elements that are more readily achievable in the short term, 
against those that need more time. 

 
The case for change   
 

• The panel has been asked to comment on how developers can be 
incentivised to aim for best practice.  

 
• The panel thinks this can be achieved by developing a strong narrative 

describing the inevitability of changes being made across the industry, 
including the national regulatory context. A low carbon future will bring huge 
opportunities for built environment professionals with expertise delivering net 
zero schemes. The panel highlights that the future will reward these 
developers – and those that do not adapt, will become uncompetitive.  
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• It thinks the case for change, and incentives for adopting best practice 
standards, can be worked into the front section of the document – possibly 
articulated as a ‘manifesto for change’.  

 
Outcomes  
 

• The Guidance will benefit from greater clarity in the strategic sustainability 
outcomes that it seeks to achieve. This will set a framework for understanding 
and evolving individual sustainability requirements over time. 

 
• For example, the panel points to the ‘Green Infrastructure and Biodiversity’ 

section which sets requirements using an Urban Greening Factor matrix. 
While these granular requirements will aid sustainable outcomes, it 
recommends more explicitly emphasising a key desired outcome – such as 
net biodiversity gain. 

 
Efficacy and application  
 

• The panel thinks the Sustainability Guidance will be an excellent tool 
supporting pre-application discussions.  

 
• It wonders however how the Guidance will be applied during the planning 

application stage. It questions the type and volume of documentation the 
Guidance will require that developers submit – and by whom and how it will be 
assessed. The panel thinks it will be critical to consider training and 
resourcing as part of the business case for the Garden Town project (see 
below).   

 
• It also wonders how commitments made at planning application stage will be 

monitored and enforced. 
 
Ambition and targets 
 

• Given the long-term delivery of the Garden Town’s strategic sites, up to 25 – 
30 years, it will be important to ensure minimum requirements are aspirational 
enough.  

 
• The panel understands the pressures that will come with setting ambitious 

targets – but it will be important that the Garden Town clearly ‘sets out its 
stall’. It does not think some of the targets are high enough to be considered 
best practice – and recommends they be further considered. For example, it 
recommends setting the minimum BREEAM targets higher.  

 
• It will be important to show leadership – championing high sustainability 

standards for the Garden Town’s own public sector projects.  
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Audience  
 

• The panel understands the Guidance is intended to be read by a broad 
audience – from homeowners, to housebuilders and local authority officers. It 
thinks this is a challenging ambition.  

 
• The panel questions whether aiming the document at such a broad audience 

from the outset is the most effective way of implementing the ambitious 
changes required, quickly.  

 
• The panel recommends, in the first instance, focusing on audiences who will 

have the biggest purchase. For example, housebuilders and local authority 
officers.  

 
• If elements of the Guidance are to be aimed at homeowners they will need to 

be more explicit – and further work undertaken on how digital presentation 
could aid accessibility. 

 
Placemaking and masterplanning  
 

• The panel recommends further work to close the gap between environmental 
and socio-economic sustainability and placemaking. It recommends giving the 
document more spatial specificity – to show how environmental and socio-
economic sustainability objectives can go hand in hand.  

 
• It commends the way the Sustainability Guidance identifies the importance of 

Orientation and Form as part of the ‘Design Approach: First Principles’ at 
Pages 12 – 13. However, the panel recommends this should also emphasise 
other aspects of masterplanning in supporting sustainability.  

 
• Decisions made at a masterplan scale will be fundamental in either supporting 

or hindering how individual buildings perform. It points to BioRegional and 
CABE guidance produced to support the eco-towns – which emphasised the 
importance of exemplary placemaking and masterplanning. 

 
• It recommends being explicit about a hierarchy of masterplanning issues – for 

example, green infrastructure, biodiversity and water. It recommends including 
masterplanning as a category within the RAG Checklist.   

 
Final score v final RAG checklist  
 

• The panel has been asked to comment on whether the Guidance should aim 
to provide a ‘final score’ for schemes assessed against the requirements set. 
It thinks a ‘final score’ could have unintended consequences.  

 
• It suggests a final RAG checklist that sets ‘mandatory’ minimum requirements 

for specific core / important categories – where it would be unacceptable to 
fail. For example, mandatory requirements in respect of potable water use. 
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• It recommends looking at a combination of ‘mandatory’ minimum 
requirements plus ‘recommended’ minimum requirements.  

 
Implementation and monitoring 
 

• The panel wants to understand how implementation will be monitored, to 
ensure commitments made at planning application stage are delivered on the 
ground. It highlights how post-planning decision pressures such as value-
engineering and user behaviour can impact on how schemes perform in 
reality.  

 
• A monitoring and evaluation process will also enable a circular process, where 

feedback influences future iterations of the Guidance. 
 
Local authorities: resourcing and upskilling 
 

• The panel highlights the importance of supporting behavioural change, to 
enable the Guidance to be implemented effectively.  

 
• It strongly recommends directing efforts and resources on training, support 

and upskilling – and thinks this should be part of the business case for the 
project. It recommends including building control officers. 

 
Developers: incentivisation and capacity building 
 

• Developers will be incentivised to apply the Guidance if they are provided with 
ongoing support, rather than being left to apply the Guidance in isolation.  

 
• The panel recommends trialling the Guidance with developers – with support 

to help them design and implement schemes using the Guidance. For 
example, Garden Town Officers could undertake capacity building with 
developers to demonstrate new technologies such as heat pumps. 

 
• The panel also recommends considering how applicants can be incentivised 

to apply the Guidance, through accelerated planning application management. 
 
Zero carbon 
 

• It will be important to be clear about what is meant by ‘zero carbon’. The panel 
suggests further work to define this, and points to UKGBC work providing a 
framework definition. It suggests augmenting the glossary at page 2 to provide 
a fuller definition – which could illustrate the approach for achieving ‘zero 
carbon’ diagrammatically. 

 
• In respect of operational energy, the panel recommends setting a heating 

target, not just an overarching operational target. It highlights that factors such 
as occupancy can significantly change the amount of energy being used, so it 
is important to set a heating target.  
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• Reporting requirements should be made clear, particularly if zero carbon is 
being targeted. UKGBC guidance includes minimum reporting requirements 
summarised in template documents specifying how the scheme should be 
quantified.  

 
Testing 
 

• It will be important to sense check what is being asked of developers, 
including by testing the Guidance with them.  

 
• The panel points to examples of design teams testing undertaken when 

developing Design Codes – testing design options against proposed Codes, 
to establish whether these are sufficiently robust. i.e. whether they can be 
‘broken’.  

 
Document structure 
 

• The panel applauds document layout, and thinks it is already a clearly legible 
document. It likes the consistent layout adopted across the document. 

 
• It supports the document’s digital interactivity – including interactive Table of 

Contents and Index. 
 
Energy efficiency and carbon reduction (p.14) 
 

• The panel questions if best practice energy efficiency standards should be 
higher and recommends being clearer about minimum requirements in order 
to achieve zero carbon, where this is targeted.  

 
Climate change – domestic and non-domestic (p.16 & 18) 
 

• The panel is unclear about the intent of the climate change sections. These 
sections refer to carbon reduction rather than climate adaption or resilience to 
climate change. If these sections are about carbon reduction, it recommends 
refinements and relabelling. 

 
• Guidance aimed at climate adaption / resilience, such as flood risk 

management, overheating and microclimatic analysis, could be drawn into a 
separate section. 

 
Renewable energy (p.20) 
 

• The panel recommends adjusting the hierarchy of renewable / low-carbon 
technologies. For example, connected CHP is shown as a ‘satisfactory 
requirement’ within the submission checklist, whereas emerging policy 
documents are already removing references to gas fired CHP.  
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• The panel recommends placing heat pumps at the top of the hierarchy – and 

recommends explaining the case for heat pump technology as the preferable 
option.  Heat pump technology will become increasingly important, particularly 
in the lead-up to 2025 – when gas heating in new homes will be banned. 

 
• The panel does not think hydrogen or biogas will be a feasible, scalable 

alternatives. It also explains that solar photovoltaic and solar thermal 
technologies will not be sufficient to meet energy needs – placing additional 
onus on heat pump technology and building fabric efficiency. 

 
• The panel recommends adding guidance on energy storage in respect of solar 

photovoltaics. 
 
Construction quality (p.32) 
 

• The panel supports how the Guidance emphasises the importance of a ‘fabric-
first approach’ in the Design Principles section upfront. However, it thinks 
fabric performance should then be given much greater emphasis when 
detailing requirements – including setting minimum requirements.   

 
• It recommends revisiting the circular economy references and providing 

clearer about guidance about what is being asked here. It however cautions 
that there is a need to be proportionate in respect of circular economy 
minimum requirements. It notes that there are significant cost implications, 
potentially increasing costs by 30 – 35%.  

 
• Guidance could be provided in this section on post-commissioning processes 

and post-occupancy evaluations.  
 
Combined checklist (p.34) 
 

• The panel supports inclusion of the Combined Checklist. It recommends the 
team test the checklist, and requirements throughout, by assessing current 
schemes, at pre-application or post-submission stage. 

 
Socio-economic sustainability (p.40) 
 

• Socio-economic sustainability will be driven by understanding the critical 
strategic moves that are needed – to articulate local needs. Work undertaken 
on other strategic documents could start to form a list of key local assets and 
infrastructure requiring enhancement, for example cycle route improvements 
identified through strategic transport work. These should then form a 
framework for guidance on social value. 

 
• The socio-economic section would also benefit from further work on social 

indicators. 
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• The panel points to community building precedents such as those on the 
Queen Elizabeth Olympic Park – where significant work has been undertaken 
building community spirit to support new neighbourhoods.   

 
Omissions 
 

• The panel recommends refinements and additional work on: waste, including 
food waste and other operational waste; logistics and deliveries; and cycling 
infrastructure.    

 
• It recommends a joined-up approach to waste and logistics. For example, 

considering how storage and waste associated with deliveries such as 
Amazon could be centrally coordinated and managed. 

 
Next steps  
 
The panel strongly supports the work undertaken on the Sustainability Guidance. It 
would like to know how this work is influencing the Garden Town’s strategic sites, 
including existing schemes already submitted as planning applications.   
 
 




