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1. Introduction 
 

The Planning, Transportation, Economy & Sustainability (PTES) Overview and 
Scrutiny (O&S) Panel have undertaken a review of the Urban Public Realm in 
Bath & North East Somerset, with a view to making improvements to council 
processes in the way it manages and develops the urban public realm in the 
future.  

The purpose of this review has been to evaluate how Bath & North East 
Somerset Council undertakes its role in creating, developing and managing the 
public realm. 

This report sets out the Panel’s approach to the review, its findings and 
recommendations to the Council Executive. 

 

 

2. Context 
 
2.1 Bath & North East Somerset 
The area of Bath & North East Somerset includes a diverse range of urban 
public spaces located in the City of Bath, the towns of Keynsham, Midsomer 
Norton and Radstock, plus the villages and in some instances the wider 
landscape.  

Bath is the only whole city in England to be designated a World Heritage Site 
and within Bath & North East Somerset there are: 

• 6,408 Listed Buildings, (662 of which are Grade 1 and 145 grade 2, 
classified as of historical or architectural importance) 

• 2 Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty 

• over 30 Conservation Areas  
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• and approximately two thirds of the district lies within the green belt   

These aspects affect the management and performance of Council services 
with respect to the public realm. For example, the Council’s Planning Service 
alone is highly regulated with over 40 separate pieces of legislation, as a 
highway authority it is responsible for the Local Transport Plan, waste & 
cleansing management, community safety and many other related service 
areas 

The council has responsibility in partnership with local communities, the 
Parishes and other agencies for the stewardship of this public realm.  

 

2.2 National Agenda  
The Office of the Deputy Prime Minister (ODPM) through its Sustainable 
communities programme is prioritising the importance of safer greener towns 
and spaces.  It has produced a range of guidance relating to the quality of the 
Environment ranging from Planning Policy Guidance Notes to specific guides, 
e.g. 

• By Design. Urban design in the planning system: Towards a Better 
Practice (jointly published with CABE in May 2000);  

• Better places to live: by design: A companion guide to Planning Policy 
Guidance Note 3;  

• Places Streets and Movement: A companion Guide to Design Bulletin 
32 published Sept 1998. 

• Sustainable Communities: building for the future published March 2003- 

• Guidance on neighbourhood renewal, regeneration and community 
partnerships 

The Government (ODPM) has established the Commission for Architecture 
and the Built Environment (CABE) as its advisors and is also encouraging local 
authorities to champion the value of good public realm design and provides 
advice on how to achieve it. CABE also offers a design review service and a 
regional advisory service. Les Sparkes who has presented to the City Centre 
Working Group has become the Chair of the CABE Design Review Committee 
as from 1st October 

 

2.3 Local Plan 
The Council’s draft district wide Local Plan places good urban design, the 
public realm and the historic environment as core objectives within the built 
environment development process. It is scheduled to be debated at the Local 
Plan public inquiry on 11 January 2005. Adoption is planned prior to March 
2007. 

 

2.4 City Centre Working Group 
The City Centre Working Group comprises Executive Members and senior 
officers, with a role focussed on Bath city centre initiatives relating to the 
economy and environment. Its purpose is to drive forward joined up thinking 
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into delivered projects and improved service provision. This is not a decision 
making body, but will recommend proposals to be supported by the Executive 
for adoption by Council  

 
2.5 Public Realm Liaison Group  
This Corporate Officer working group meets to raise and discuss forthcoming 
projects and issues that have a public realm context.  The purpose is to ensure 
and deliver a joined up approach. 

 

2.6 Policy & Projects: Planning Services 
To govern and guide development of the public realm, the Council has a 
collection of policies and design guidelines and in some cases formal Joint 
Agreements. A Policy & Projects Group within the Council’s Planning Services 
Department has the responsibility for co-ordinating this work.  

 

2.7 Corporate Priorities 
Improving the Urban Public Realm is one of the improvement priorities defined 
in the Council’s 3 year Financial & Corporate Plan adopted in February 2004. It 
lists the Public Realm Priorities up to 2007 and these are shown under 
Appendix B. 

 

 

3. Objectives of the Overview & Scrutiny Review 
 

The objectives of this Overview & Scrutiny Review have been to: 

• Understand the issues relating to the built Urban Public Realm in Bath & 
North East Somerset. 

• Examine current Council plans and policies to address the issues. 

• Undertake public consultation to inform and widen the debate around 
the future direction of the urban public realm in Bath & North East 
Somerset. 

• Publish a report on the Panels’ findings with recommendations to the 
Council Executive for the development and implementation of a district 
wide urban public realm strategy. 

Appendix H provides the full Terms of Reference for the review.  

 

 



PTES O&S Panel                                              The Urban Public Realm in Bath & North East Somerset 

 4 

4. Scope 
 
To achieve its objectives, the panel has: 
 

• Sought views of national practitioners including those involved in 
shaping and disseminating national Government policy that advises 
upon and regulates the Council’s role in the creation and management 
of the urban public realm. 

• Considered current good practice in other local authorities by making 
benchmarking visits to see recent & notable urban public realm 
developments. Visits focussed on issues relevant to Bath & North East 
Somerset such as historical context, similar urban & rural mix and as a 
corporate priority to enhance the public realm.  

• Sought the views of B&NES residents and other local stakeholders 
(business, community organisations and formal partners in Joint 
Agreements) to explore the urban public realm from the community’s 
perspective. 

• Sought views of relevant council departments that contribute to the 
urban public realm. 

• Sought views of relevant Council Executive Members that have a role in 
delivering Council adopted public realm policies. 

• Focused exclusively on the built urban public realm. 

• Used the ‘Julian Road’ scheme in Bath as a case study to evaluate the 
core principles that govern the public realm, examined the professional 
and community attitudes to the urban public realm and encapsulate 
those key factors that can become applicable in the development of the 
urban built environment throughout Bath & North East Somerset. 

 

 

5. Review Method 
 
The review has used a number of research and fact finding methods to gather 
information: 
 
5.1 Visits 
Panel members undertook benchmarking visits to consider best practice.  

5.1.1Bristol 
Bristol has invested in improving three key city centre spaces, College Green, 
The Centre and Queen Square.  

The Panel’s visit focussed on the regeneration of these key public spaces.  
Queens Square, a large Georgian square reclaimed from through traffic, was 
considered to be particularly applicable to Bath.  
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The group also studied the legible city initiative (a pedestrian information 
network) and the Brunel mile, a footpath linking the regenerated harbourside to 
other areas of the city. 

From draft strategy to completion of the linked projects took 12 years. In total 
about £13m was invested in the three spaces.  However, the city 
council contributed approximately 20% of this funding, with the rest coming 
from grant bids, TPP awards and section 106 agreements. 

Information gathered by the Panel is provided at Appendix D. 

5.1.2 Wells 
In Wells, the Panel reviewed recent street works carried out to enhance the 
city centre with new paving and road layouts to redefine the space available for 
pedestrians, traffic and parking.  

Information gathered by the Panel is provided at Appendix E. 

5.1.3London Borough of Harrow 
Members’ visited Harrow to see the acclaimed developments which that 
Council are making in the management of Harrow’s public realm. Their 
initiatives included a high prioritisation of improving the public realm and 
consequent reorganisation of council departments to address the issue in a 
cross-cutting way. New multi-skilled teams have been organised and 
empowered to carry out total cleaning and maintenance of public places in a 
single visit. Harrow is understood to be investing £16 million in its urban public 
realm over a planned 4 year period.  

Appendix F provides further information. 

 

5.2 Seminar  
The panel hosted a one-day public seminar on 11th May 2004 with national 
and regional speakers from organisations engaged authoritatively with the 
public realm. The Panel, speakers and user representatives were able to 
explore collectively the principles underpinning successful interpretation of the 
public realm. 

Appendix C provides a summary of speakers, organisations and topics 
covered. 

 

5.3 Correspondence & Submissions 
The Panel considered views expressed in letters and emails from the public 
and interested organisations. These were received either in response to an 
invitation to provide comments or as a result of press coverage about the 
review initiated through press releases. 

Appendix G provides the submissions made to the Panel. 

 

5.4 Public contributor meeting 
The all day meeting took place on 17th May 2004 and focussed on two 
elements: 
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5.4.1 Morning session: 

Exploration of the Julian Road Scheme as a Case Study.  
The Panel received an introductory presentation from Council officers and the 
consultant commissioned in 2002/03 to explore a wider community driven 
agenda within an on-going safe route to school scheme for Julian Road.    This 
was followed by other local community submissions and a panel discussion 
with members of the public, including the pupils from St Andrew’s School.  The 
session explored with the aid of the Julian Road scheme the factors, which can 
lead to successful urban public realm development. 

5.4.2 Afternoon session: 

Wider perspectives. 
The Panel heard from a variety of speakers who participated in questions and 
answer discussions to explore issues from across the district. Contributors 
included; the Local Strategic Partnership; community & voluntary groups and 
relevant Executive members. 

Appendix A is a full record of the public contributor meeting. 

 

5.5 Themes for Analysis and general conclusions 
Given the spread and numerous sources of information collated during this 
review, the Panel determined to take a thematic findings and general 
conclusions approach for consideration of all the evidence submitted in the 
preparation of recommendations to the Council Executive for the Urban Public 
Realm. 

This report is supported by a number of important appendices which are seen 
by the panel to also warrant careful attention.  

 

 

6.0 Thematic Findings & Panel Comments 
 
6.1 Vision 

• The Council has an agreed priority to improve the public realm. This is a 
Corporate Priority adopted by Full Council. 

• However, the Panel sees no relationship between the published public 
realm priority and the availability of resources required to deliver it.  

• The Council currently has a short-term view on the public realm, driven 
by contradictory perceptions.  There is a need to change this and to 
create a medium to long term strategic vision. 

• All 3 councils visited by the Panel had a defined vision for their public 
realm. 

• Within Bath & North East Somerset there is no such corporate political 
leadership to enable our professional officers to put in place a vision, 
methodologies and an action plan or for the wider community to 
participate. 
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• There is a need for developing a basis tool kit to allow the public to 
become engaged in the design and delivery of the urban public realm. 

 
6.2 Finances 

• Improving the Public Realm is a Government initiative but Council’s 
have the role of seeking support and prioritising the finances to deliver it 
locally. 

• Finance and partnerships holds the key to delivery of the public realm. 
The urban public realm is a vast area, covering many council services. 
No specific ‘public realm’ budget has historically been available. It is 
important to establish one with sufficient resources to back up the 
Councils commitment to the public realm over the next 4-5 year period 
(e.g. Harrow had plans with specific finances: £16m invested over 4 
years). 

• To show its serious commitment to the urban public realm, the council 
should establish a ‘Public Realm’ budget heading. If making 
improvements to the public realm is truly a Council priority, then existing 
uncoordinated service area budgets should be audited to establish what 
is currently being spent on the public realm. 

• The total value appears to be unknown and exists in many pots but 
there are no linkages between them to take major or minor public realm 
schemes forward. Are resources being spent cost effectively to improve 
the public realm? Ring-fencing all the relevant service budgets should 
be done as a priority and clearly identified. 

• Fragmented budgets mean that repairs and maintenance are not being 
carried out to necessary standards for a heritage city. Other Councils 
have recognised the true costs of delivering a good quality heritage 
public realm and put resources in place. Bath & North East Somerset 
needs to do the same (e.g. regeneration projects in Bristol took 12 years  
at a cost of about £13m. Bristol maximised income through planning, 
external funding grants and demonstrated a long term strategic plan 
with adequate resources).   

• The Authority already spends a lot of money on maintenance of urban 
public spaces but considered against the initiative of Harrow, the 
working practices appear inefficient and in need of reform. Bath & North 
Somerset should look to exemplar authorities like Harrow for new ideas 
about the maintenance of what is already there, team working, where 
supervisors are integrated as members of the team, rather than lone 
employees doing single functions under supervision.  

• Other Councils’ have secured external funding to support their public 
realm initiatives. Bath & North East Somerset has not been active in this 
and should make more efforts to lever in external finances for public 
realm projects.  

• Part of the Council’s income streams from local business rates, tourism, 
car parking, could be directly reinvested in public realm improvements 
not solely used to subsidise other council services  
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6.3 Leadership and organisational structure  

• If the council is to be successful in delivering its vision and objectives, it 
will undoubtedly need to develop a co-ordinated management plan to 
deliver the public realm improvements. Existing barriers between 
services need to be broken down to overcome the silo mentality of 
departmental planning, working and problem solving. A new cross-
cutting Council structure needs to be developed to pursue the Council 
vision. This will require route and branch reforms of service priorities, 
e.g. as demonstrated by the Harrow model. 

• The Council needs a nominated person (possibly an Executive Member, 
a non-Executive member of the Council but able to work with the 
Executive, or a senior officer) to act as a ‘champion’ for the Public 
Realm. This individual would have accountability for the full range of 
Council services and other involved agencies, e.g. Police for 
enforcement, which will support delivery of the Council’s Public Realm 
vision.  

• Other Councils have adopted this approach, most notably the Royal 
Borough of Kensington and Chelsea where the Council Deputy Leader 
took a ‘champion’ role and Harrow, where all related services were 
restructured and placed under a new Directorate role. .  

• Bath & North East Somerset already has a number of member 
champions for other issues, e.g. Children’s Champion, Older Peoples’ 
Champion, Heritage Champion, etc. and collectively these may provide 
useful terms of reference models for the concept. 

 
6.4 Prioritising the needs of Residents vs. Tourists & Visitors  

• There is a perception by many that the Council puts too much emphasis 
on tourism. The Council’s strap-line “Making Bath & North East 
Somerset a better place to live, work and visit” implies that council 
activity (public realm works included) should foremost be for the 
community that live and work here, with additional advantages for 
economic prosperity by attracting business and visitors.  

• With this in mind, the population of residents (c.180k) deserve to have 
their needs prioritised in a ‘back to basics’ approach in providing a good 
public realm environment for those that locally fund the council, e.g. a 
concentration on street lighting, street sweeping to provide clean & tidy 
streets,  green spaces, grass cutting and general maintenance of 
highways, street furniture and other related areas such as graffiti  Such 
basics need not cost a fortune but incrementally such low cost 
progressive gains can change the environment for the better. This can 
be done swiftly and simply to provide quick win gains before developing 
longer term plans. Such action would demonstrate the Council’s ability 
to achieve small gains before moving on to larger projects.   
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6.5 Equalities 
• The Council’s Equalities Officer highlighted that the Council has 

obligations under the Disability Discrimination Act (DDA) in making the 
public realm accessible for disabled members of society. The Council 
are working on their buildings compliance but the streetscape and public 
realm must also comply (e.g. park & ride car parks, bus stops, taxi 
ranks, signage, lighting). 

• The Executive must consider these aspects in developing its vision and 
management plan. 

 
6.6 Other Agencies 

• To resolve problems of vandalism, littering & fly tipping, the Council’s 
plans for the public realm will need to engage with other agencies for 
them to accept their responsibilities: 

o The Police will need to be involved in enforcement to combat 
vandalism. 

o The Environment agency for cleanliness and quality of rivers, 
and adjacent banks. 

o British Waterways for canals and their environs 

o Network Rail (railway stations and land)  

o First Group bus and rail public transport, the Bus station and 
other public bus operators 

• The role of the Council’s own Community Wardens needs to be given 
enhanced powers in dealing with issues on the ground.  

• The excellent work and contribution of voluntary groups in local ‘clean-
up schemes’ should be encouraged and recognised by the Council. 

 
6.7 Influencing new housing development 

• Expansion in housing development will impact on the public realm. The 
Council should utilise its influence over housing developers (via the 
planning process) to achieve high quality urban public realm design in 
new housing developments. 

 
6.8 Public Involvement 

• The term’ public realm’ is new and open to many interpretations. There 
is an overwhelming need to inform and involve the public in the debate 
about the public realm. The O&S review has done this to an extent but 
there was limited public engagement beyond interested ‘expert’ parties. 

• The public should be consulted about what they want for their public 
realm. This could take the form of a Market research exercise, 
comprising a simple set of key market research questions, administered 
in public places, e.g. outside supermarkets, in the town & city centres, 
etc.  
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• The Julian Road case study presented a good example of high public 
engagement via a local project and ward councillor initiatives. But 
residents have been disappointed, partially because of heightened 
public expectations and the shortage of available Council finance to 
progress the scheme. This has probably had a negative effect on the 
Council’s image with those stakeholders.  

 
6.9 Julian Road Case Study 

• The Julian Road scheme is an open door for the Council to develop 
good practice experience in a robust and dedicated partnership with the 
local community.  It would be advantageous for the Council  to progress 
the proposals, particularly given that residents, local traders, St 
Andrews school staff and pupils, the church and ward councillors, are all 
working together and support the scheme as currently envisaged.  

• The whole Panel was particularly responsive to the school children’s 
presentation of their project, which demonstrated a great understanding 
of the issues affecting their environment. The council risks developing a 
lack of trust with the community if nothing happens in the Julian road 
area. 

• The estimated cost of £250k could easily be found for this scheme, 
either in one large sum or incrementally to span consecutive financial 
years.  

• There is a need to show by action and demonstration how the public 
realm can enhance the quality of life for a local community.  

• A second pilot scheme should also be considered in a more rural 
location to provide a balanced test and evaluation of the potential for 
such schemes across the district. 

 
6.10 Benchmarking Visits 

• The Panel’s visits were invaluable in understanding the scale of 
improvements that other councils are tackling. The Queens Square 
improvement scheme in Bristol (carried out incrementally since the early 
1990’s) and street works in Wells showed the scale of physical changes 
that can be achieved.  

• In contrast the Harrow visit, where enormous environmental 
improvements had been made to local spaces, demonstrated that 
expensive building and regeneration projects were not the only solution 
to public realm improvements. 

• In the work that Wells had done on re-defining the space given to road 
traffic and pedestrian footpaths, the city had demonstrated an excellent 
example of how traffic and pedestrian needs were prioritised to raise the 
quality and accessibility of the urban public realm.  

• Wells also showed that taking a modern approach to street furniture, 
installing sympathetic and functional ‘stock’ items, rather than ‘heritage’ 
designs, against the backdrop of a historic city can work. 
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• Given the knowledge gained by the panel from just these 3 short visits, 
the Council should recognise the value of ongoing benchmarking as an 
important priority to keep up to date in this evolving area of 
development. Many lessons could be learned and ideas incorporated 
without reinventing the wheel in developing the Council’s strategy 

 
6.11 Innovative Road Design 

• There is a highways design tradition, supported by national design 
guidelines, for separating pedestrians and vehicles as two different user 
groups. On high speed trunk roads this is undeniably wise from a safety 
perspective but in the urban public realm environment, where these 
guidelines tend to be inappropriate, they are still heavily relied upon by 
highway designers. This can present conflicts and compromise (usually 
loss of pedestrian freedom) but work by Hamilton-Baillie Associates has 
shown this need not always be the case. 

• However, the Panel found that a ‘compensation culture’ hampers new 
ideas and trials as Council’s look to defend themselves against the 
perceived risk of claims that could arise in the result of an accident. 
However, the ‘no white lines’ experimental schemes in Wiltshire and the 
approach adopted by Royal Borough of Kensington & Chelsea Council 
to Kensington High Street are  good examples of  innovative schemes 
lead by a Local Authorities who are willing to manage the public realm 
for the whole community. 

• The Panel heard that there is often too much reliance on what central 
Government and its transport departments dictate. Council’s could and 
should take more local initiative to redefine the use of roads for all users 
taking account of local needs. 

 

 

7.0 Recommendations 
 

Following extensive debate, the Panel makes the following recommendations 
to the Council Executive for a planned programme of initiatives to deliver the 
Council’s February 2004 adopted & published Corporate Financial Plan 
objectives for “improving the Urban Public Realm”. 

 

7.1 A Vision for Bath & North East Somerset 
The council should prepare and adopt a long term, clear and comprehensive 
vision with objectives for the urban public realm across the district.  

To accelerate this process, it would be sensible to utilise best practice models 
from other leading Local Authorities that have demonstrated success in 
delivering a sustainable approach to the stewardship of the urban public realm, 
linked to comprehensive implementation.  
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The vision needs to also be informed and take account of Government 
Guidelines CABE, English Heritage, Institution of Highways & Transportation 
and other nationally recognised stakeholders, to achieve best practice.  

The vision must promote the delivery of excellence in both ongoing 
maintenance and enhancement.  

 

7.2 Community Engagement: 
 
7.2.1 Establishing Priorities 
It is imperative that the Council must actively engage with the communities of 
Bath & North East Somerset, encouraging participation to establish and agree 
the Council’s priorities for the urban public realm. Those priorities must be 
published in the revised Corporate Plan for 2005 to 2007. 

7.2.2 Julian Road 
The Julian Road scheme should be taken forward as a priority pilot  model for 
community engagement and to demonstrate the effective delivery of an 
inclusive urban public realm scheme  

 

7.3 Finance: 
 
7.3.1 Audit 
In order to ascertain the financial value, purpose, usefulness and coordination 
of current expenditure on the urban public realm by this Authority, the 
Executive needs to conduct as a matter of priority an audit of all Council 
service budgets which impact on the urban public realm. 

7.3.2 Financial Plan 
It is essential for the Council to insert into the 2005/06 a financial plan budget 
heading for “The Urban Public Realm” and establish a budget for meeting the 
adopted vision and objectives.   

7.3.3 External Funding 
The Executive needs to collectively develop a pro-active approach to identify 
and bid for external funds in support of its Public Realm Objectives 
(Government grants, awards, matched funding, EU support, etc).  

 

7.4 Organisational Structure 
The Executive should appoint a Member Public Realm Champion to work with 
the Chief Executive and Leader of the Council to put in place an organisational 
structure with clear objectives and accountability in the annual delivery of an  
urban public realm programme which ‘makes Bath & North East Somerset a 
better place to live, work & visit’ 
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8.0 List of Appendices 
Appendix A Notes of public contributor meeting, 17 May 2004. 

 
Appendix B Extract from Corporate Plan, February 2004 - Improvement 

priority for Improving the urban public realm (‘liveability’) 
 

Appendix C Presentations provided for the Public Realm Seminar, 11 May 
2004  
 

Appendix D Information from Bristol City Council 
 

Appendix E Information from Wells City Council 
 

Appendix F Information from Harrow Borough Council 
 

Appendix G Letters, e-mails, statements & presentations made to the Panel 
 

Appendix H Terms of Reference for the Overview & Scrutiny Review 
 

 
Appendices are available separately by contacting the Overview & Scrutiny 
Team, Democratic Services, Guildhall, High Street, Bath, BA1 5AW. Tel: 
01225 477329.   
 
 

9.0 Review Structure & Organisation 
 
O&S Panel:    Planning, Transportation, Economy &  
     Sustainability  
 
Chair:     Peter Metcalfe 
 
Panel Members:   Stephen Wilcox 
     Caroline Roberts 
     Ruth Griffiths 
     Chris Cray 
     Peter Edwards 
 
O&S Project Manager:  David Langman 
 
O&S Project Officer:  Anna Burgess 
 
Service Officer: Vaughan Thompson, Policy & Projects Mgr. 
 
Democratic Services Officer: Michaela Gay 
 


