The SCALA Manifesto for Design & Construction            
Transforming Britain –

Out of Recession

The Society of Chief Architects of Local Authorities ( SCALA ) challenges each of the three main political parties to declare how they would improve and transform the built environment and the public domain over the next few years, if they were successful in being elected to form the next government.

As we renew our public infrastructure over the next 5 to 10 years, it is vital that we continue to build buildings and create spaces that give people hope and inspiration in order that we build strong and vibrant communities. There is now renewed interest in good design and how it can influence the quality of life. Research has shown that well designed spaces and a better environment can have a major impact on people’s lives such that it could lead to a reduction in crime, improvement in health and education and also bring about economic and culture advantages to areas.

Many of the problems we face as a society stem from past mistakes in the development of housing estates, indifferent planning and ill conceived road schemes of the 60s and 70s. We must not repeat these mistakes as we take on the task of building new homes, new hospitals and schools and work towards regenerating our cities through improved infrastructure and transport links. 

With publication of this manifesto for Transforming Britain, SCALA, along with other design professionals, would like to start a debate on how we can create enjoyable and memorable places and what a new government could do to help this country out of recession. SCALA would like all major parties to commit to implement the following seven points that we feel are vital to developing buildings and cities that our people and communities need and deserve:

1. Design Champions – All government departments, local authorities and public bodies must appoint Design Champions who would actively encourage good design. We need to emphasise the value of good design and the importance of not sacrificing standards for short term expediency. SCALA promotes good design through the annual Civic Building of the Year awards which are given for outstanding quality design in the public sector. SCALA also supports the work of CABE and would encourage all parties to acknowledge that good quality design must be the focus to re-building this country.

2. Focus on Whole Life Costs – Most contracts are still awarded on the basis of the lowest costs. We need to move away from this culture and focus on the importance of the whole life value approach of a building from inception to completion, including the maintenance costs during the building’s life cycle. We must encourage government bodies, auditors, and client representatives to clearly and strongly signal that the lowest tender is not always the best and that higher tenders can and should be accepted if they prove to offer better value and good design.

3. Energy Efficient Buildings – All parties should follow the example of SCALA to promote a zero carbon standard for all new public buildings. The introduction of smart energy meters in every building to promote energy efficient operation of buildings including the publication of carbon bills by energy companies should be a top priority for all parties. The energy efficiency of existing buildings will be just as important since the public estate comprises mainly existing property.

4. Carbon Reduction Commitment – Parties must engage with this if we are to stand any chance of meeting our international obligations, and/or stand any chance of avoiding the impact of spiralling carbon based energy costs, and not place our security of energy supply with unfriendly or unstable countries. The spend to save (carbon) initiative needs to become the 'normal' funding route for building procurement and expanded to include all carbon savings, including transport.

5. Public Sector Procurement – Government needs to localize public sector procurement. The drift towards centralized procurement is destroying local supply chains and this is adversely impacting on local economies. Parties should encourage local authorities to develop local solutions to procurement where the local market is developed to meet local need, unlike the present situation where procurement is being forced into a centralised market, monopolised by a few over-powerful actors who are fixing prices at unsustainable levels for years ahead.

6. Independent Regulation by ARB – The Architects Registration Board is an independent statutory regulator set up at the behest of architects keen to ensure that use of the title of ‘architect’ would give the public confidence that both an adequate level of consumer protection was in place as well as appropriate standards for the profession. As an independent regulator ARB has the advantage of being separate from the profession and free of anti-competitive restrictions and the challenges facing other EU member states. This reflects the move away from self regulation towards independence following a number of crises in other professions, avoiding introspection and the dangers of self interest or conflicts of interest.

ARB is separate from the profession but is not a government department and is wholly financed by registered architects. As major contributors to the efficiency and success of the construction industry, the largest industry in the UK, SCALA sees support for architects through this independent statutory role as vital to the industry and all those involved with it. As a result this strengthens consumer and commercial confidence, is cost effective and supports the UK’s position in competing internationally. SCALA maintains that any changes would open the door to challenges of self interest, erode confidence in the profession and, most importantly, also in the construction industry in which architects play such a vital role.

7. Invest in training - All parties should ensure that the construction of new homes, schools and investment in our infrastructure should be realised through investing in training people.  There are insufficient professional and craftspeople to deliver the new buildings; we must invest in training to avoid a poor quality / inflationary spiral.  Local authorities can be the link between the schools and the employers by offering suitable training programmes in both design and construction. 

In Britain we have some of the finest architects, engineers and planners in the world. The role of the government is to create conditions which will free up their talents.  SCALA believes that the above seven points will go a long way towards developing buildings and regenerating our cities in a way which will serve us well and which we and future generations can be justly proud of.
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