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Best Practices for Design Review Boards in U.S. Cities

Philadelphia is contemplating the creation of a Design Review Board (DRB).  The goal of the proposed board is to ensure that each large-scale development project fits within the context of its specific lot and neighborhood and will not negatively impact nearby buildings or streets.  In addition, a design review board will give Philadelphia’s residents a forum to comment on the design of proposed projects. To assist Philadelphia in its determination of whether and what kind of Design Review Board structure to adopt, we completed case studies of Design Review Boards in the cities of Baltimore, Boston, Portland and Seattle.  We interviewed members of each Board and a developer in each city.

The lessons learned from these case studies include the following:  

1. DRB should convey clear and unified requests to the developer.  The Board should issue a single opinion.

2. DRB evaluation should occur in a parallel fashion to development review to prevent adding months to the process.

3. DRB should provide an opinion within 30 or 60 days.  If no opinion is provided within the timeframe, the project is approved.

4. DRB plan requests should be identical to those of the city’s development review agencies rather than adding new requirements for elaborate plans or presentations.

5. DRB should facilitate public comment by allowing the public to attend hearings on a project and encouraging the public to submit questions and concerns in writing and in certain circumstances express them verbally.  Comments should be restricted to the impact the project will have on the surrounding neighborhood and the individual lot.

6. DRB should welcome innovation and bold design.  It should not judge projects based on individual members’ taste in architecture or design.

7. DRB membership should include design professionals, residents, developers and a Planning Commission member. Regular training should be provided to ensure members understand the scope of their duties and have the background to make decisions.

8. DRB should encourage developers to inform the Board when the DRB’s requested changes put the project over budget.  Working together the developer and the DRB may find innovative solutions to make the project work while addressing the Board’s concerns.

9. DRB must take extensive precautions to ensure their opinion does not conflict with the mandates of another development review agency.  For instance, DRB should hear reuse projects in historic buildings or districts with the Historical Commission in order to avoid conflicting opinions.  

10. DRB should set out flexible guidelines to share with the building industry and the public so they both understand the DRB’s expectations.

11. DRB can authorize exemptions from zoning and building codes where warranted.

Design Review Boards – A Quick Overview

Design Review Boards (DRBs) are created in large cities to ensure better design of significant projects and create open communication regarding design and a city’s quality of life.  DRBs examine whether new designs are compatible with an existing neighborhood and with the city’s vision for that neighborhood’s future.  DRBs review features of a project such as: architectural style and appearance; how a building will function on a given lot; how a building’s height and bulk will affect nearby buildings and streets; proposed landscaping; and street access and pedestrian accessibility.  Most DRBs give developers standards to meet and sometimes explain design types or materials to avoid in certain locations.  

The basic process of design review in U.S. cities includes a pre-application phase, an application phase, and a formal design review concluding in approval, deferral, or denial.  A 30-60 day time limit is common, with the clock starting when the developer or designer submits the formal application for design review.  The pre-application phase includes a conference between the designer and/or developer and members of the DRB.  During this conference, both sides can ask questions, obtain clarification, and pave the way for approval during the formal review.  

Cities with successful DRBs, such as Boston, are known for issuing flexible guidelines that encourage innovation and variety within parameters set by the city.
  In Seattle and other cities, specific standards vary somewhat by neighborhood, with one architectural style or styles being preferred for one neighborhood and other styles for neighborhoods with different histories or characters.  Standards state that projects should respect neighborhood context or respect the style and purpose of adjacent buildings, not that they must adhere strictly to one narrow style.  As one architect has written, open and flexible guidelines work the best because “[d]esign guidelines that are too specific limit the range of possible solutions to those that can be imagined by the individuals crafting the language.”
  Design guidelines should mandate parameters such as building heights and proportions, but many experts agree that they should not mandate specific styles such as “Colonial” or “Postmodern.”

Design Review Board members represent a mix of professional expertise and affiliation.  Typically they include design professionals in the fields of architecture, design, or landscape design, practicing developers, local residents, and attorneys.   Members of the Planning Commission, Parks and Recreation Department and civil engineers may also be included.
  To ensure DRB competency, some cities require regular, perhaps bi-annual, training focusing on design, architecture, planning, and the city’s goals.  The San Francisco Planning Commission has received such training by local architects, who led discussions about how to determine whether a building fits in a proposed context and how a contrast of architectural styles can be visually appealing.

Four Case Studies:  Baltimore, Portland, and Seattle – Design approval required.  Boston - Design review advisory.

Baltimore’s Urban Design and Architecture Review Panel
Baltimore’s Urban Design and Architecture Review Panel (UDARP), in existence since 1964, is an example of a powerful discretionary DRB.  Without the approval of UDARP’s 6 members, a project cannot be built.  The 6 members are architects, planners, and landscape designers, and members of the Department of Planning.  They are appointed by Baltimore’s director of planning.  UDARP reviews both public and private projects and examines multiple aspects, from the site plan and materials to neighborhood context and pedestrian access.  UDARP generally has strong public support in Baltimore and receives ample news coverage.  

UDARP allows members of the public and the press to attend meetings, but in an observing role only.  Stakeholders who wish to express concerns or support may do so in writing before the Panel’s meetings.  In some cases, attendees may be permitted to make brief remarks (related to design issues only) during a meeting.

UDARP lacks a unified voice and typically requires developers to go through the UDARP process twice adding about 90 days to the development process. 
   When UDARP issues its review decisions, individual members write their own opinions, and a unified UDARP opinion typically does not exist.  Therefore, developers receive different, often conflicting, opinions and advice from various UDARP members.  This requires developers to meet extensively with the Planning Department to try to sort out what requests they must meet and which they must only consider.  Then they must present again to UDARP, and possibly again receive conflicting views from UDARP members.  Because the current UDARP system almost always requires that a developer go through the UDARP process twice, one developer reports that about 90 days are added to the development process, with associated monetary costs that are difficult to quantify.

Portland’s Design Commission

In Portland, the Design Commission oversees the 15% of the City that is under a Design Review overlay.  Major projects go through the full multi-step review process, while Design Commission staff members rather than the full Commission typically review minor projects.  The Design Commission guidelines instruct applicants on how to prepare a written application to meet the Commission’s criteria.  Portland’s timeframe is 120 days from the time the application is submitted until the final Design Commission decision is issued.  Permitting is a faster, separate process that begins after Design Commission approval.  It is usually quick and smooth because the City Council gives a strong mandate to permitting agencies to act in a timely manner.
  Thus with a streamlined permitting process, it is the design approval that requires the majority of time.

Within the 120-day design review timeline, public participation options are built in.  For minor review, this includes a comment period.  For major review, public participation occurs through hearings that are publicly advertised although in certain zoning areas, the City mandates that developers contact neighborhood associations by certified letter to request a meeting, carry out a meeting, and report to the City on the process. 
    Even after the Design Commission approves projects, however, it is common for neighbors to appeal to City Council to stop the construction of unpopular projects.

Seattle Design Review Program

The Seattle Design Review Program reviews commercial and multifamily development that exceed a certain size threshold in certain land use zones.  The program does not govern development projects in single-family zones.  Design review is accomplished by 35 citizens who are divided into 7 boards, each of which reviews development in one of Seattle’s seven geographic areas.  Members on each of the 7 boards come from the geographic area of the city governed by each board.  

Seattle’s program starts with a pre-application conference that is followed by an Early Design Guidance Application and an Early Design Guidance Public Meeting, held in the neighborhood where the proposed project will be located.  Residents receive notice of the meeting through the mail and information about the proposed project is posted in a public location.  Citizens raise concerns and questions at the meeting, in the presence of the DRB members.  (The City encourages, but does not require, developers to have separate meetings with community groups prior to the Public Meeting.)  After this meeting, the DRB sends written early guidance to the developer.
  Final review meetings start with 30 minutes for the project applicant’s presentation and DRB members’ questions, then 20 minutes for citizens to express concerns or questions, and 25 minutes for the DRB to deliberate and issue a decision.  

In Seattle, design review has reduced average appeals over the 14 years of its existence to about three per year from 30-40 per year before design review was instituted.  A Seattle development consultant who assists developers through the permit and design review process states design review can add as much as one to one and a half years to the development process.  Direct production costs are added as well as the program expects colored renderings and PowerPoint presentations.  The process now requires more like four to five meetings, more fees, public notice, PowerPoint, and full color boards, which can be costly. This development consultant also explains that because Seattle residents have little voice in planning and development, they often bring issues unrelated to design review to DRB meetings, such as parking or tree concerns, further complicating an already lengthy process. She does note, however, that 90% of projects improve through design review because logic is applied to the letter of the code and appropriate exceptions can be granted.

Boston Civic Design Commission


Boston’s Civic Design Commission was established in 1990 to create a formal public process for discussing design and planning issues as they related to proposed developments.  Although the BCDC holds only advisory power, its recommendations are taken seriously and usually are followed by the Boston Redevelopment Authority, which can be compared to a combination of Philadelphia’s RDA, Planning Commission, and other agencies.  The BCDC’s 11 design professionals, appointed by the mayor, have a reputation for avoiding local politics and focusing directly on design issues.  The BCDC reviews all projects larger than 100,000 square feet.  “BCDC's purpose . . . is to provide a forum for the general public and the professional design community to participate in the shaping of the city's physical form and natural environment. Although the Commission has provided a forum for discussion of urban design issues, its primary function has been as design advisors, both to the Boston Redevelopment Authority (BRA) and to project proponents.”
  The Civic Design Commission does not comment on specific stylistic aspects of a project’s design.  With an emphasis on public access and the pedestrian environment, members instead focus on how a project fits into a neighborhood and how it will function on the proposed lot.  The BCDC is known more for requesting a bolder design than for dampening designers’ creativity.

The BCDC has 60 days to issue its decision.  City officials report that its 60-day timeframe for design review does not seem to slow development.
 A Boston developer told us that he budgets 12-14 months to get large projects through permitting, and aims to complete design review by the 6-8 month mark at the latest.  He advises that developers going through design review need to be publicly open about their budget in order to work optimally with the city.  This way the developer can process all of city agency and community requests and clearly assert which requests can be granted while allowing the project to stay on budget and which can not.  The  developer emphasizes the importance of being able to meet jointly with the BCDC and the historical commission, Boston Landmarks: in the case of adaptive re-use projects, the joint meeting is essential in order for the developer to avoid hearing contradictory requests from the BCDC and Boston Landmarks.

In Boston, only 1 of 60 projects was rejected during the Civic Design Commission’s first 17 years.  According to the current Executive Director of the Boston Redevelopment Agency, David Carlson, most constituents in Boston acknowledge that projects improve while going through the design review process.

The Boston Redevelopment Authority requires that citizen groups be alerted of upcoming meetings of the BCDC.  Community members can attend the open meetings of the BCDC and are welcome to offer comments, not on subjective opinions regarding design, but rather on how a design functions in the proposed setting.  In a city where design review has become part of the culture, local architects and landscape designers frequently attend BCDC meetings and offer free, disinterested critique on proposed projects.

� John Punter, “Urban Design as Public Policy: Evaluating the Design Dimension of Vancouver’s Planning System.”  International Planning Studies, Vol. 7, No. 4, 265–282, 2002.


� Ellis A. Schoichet, AIA.  “Design Guidelines Guidelines,” ArcCA, the journal of the American Institute of Architects, California Council, 2007, n. 2, p. 51-52.


� In Denver’s Lower Downtown DRB, board members represent a mix of professional expertise and regional affiliation: “board members either have firsthand experience with real-estate development or live and work in the district. A developer, an architect, a business owner, a landowner, and a representative of the city landmarks commission serve on this five-member body.”   Phoenix maintains a DRB composed of design professionals, residents, and the developers or owners of projects under review: “1 member shall be a member of the Planning Commission, 1 member shall be a member of the Parks and Recreation Board, 2 members shall be citizens who have served at least two years on a village planning committee, 2 members shall represent owner and developers of projects subject to design review, 4 members shall be design professionals such as architects, landscape architects, planners and civil engineers.”   Portland, similarly, requires that its 8-member Design Commission consist of a member of the Planning Commission, a representative of the Arts and Culture Council, one person representing the public at-large, and five members with experience in design, engineering, finance, construction, or land development.  


� Interview with Sandy Marenberg, President, Marenberg Enterprises Inc. October 7, 2008.


� Interview with Jeff Joslin, City of Portland Land Use Manager, August 5, 2008.


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.portlandonline.com/shared/cfm/image.cfm?id=71923" �http://www.portlandonline.com/shared/cfm/image.cfm?id=71923�


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.portlandtribune.com/news/print_story.php?story_id=116164287113693400" ��http://www.portlandtribune.com/news/print_story.php?story_id=116164287113693400� 


The lookers and the losers.  BACK STORY: Portland architects offer their picks and pans


By Peter Korn The Portland Tribune, Oct 24, 2006.





�� HYPERLINK "http://www.ci.seattle.wa.us/dpd/stellent/groups/pan/@pan/@plan/@drp/documents/Web_Informational/cos_005127.pdf" ��http://www.ci.seattle.wa.us/dpd/stellent/groups/pan/@pan/@plan/@drp/documents/Web_Informational/cos_005127.pdf� 


� Telephone conversation with Brittani Ard of Ard Consulting, and Chair, Seattle Builders Association, October 8, 2008.


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.cityofboston.gov/bra/BCDC/Design_review.asp" ��http://www.cityofboston.gov/bra/BCDC/Design_review.asp�  


� Telephone conversation with David Carlson, Executive Director, Boston Civic Design Commission, August 13, 2008.


� Telephone conversation with David Carlson, Executive Director, Boston Civic Design Commission, August 13, 2008.


� Telephone conversation with Dana Angelo, Director, Edward A. Fish Associates, Boston, October 22, 2008.





PAGE  
1

