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‘Place’ Theme Report 
The second theme that the Commission looked at was “place”. “Sense of place” has become 

an important component in policy-making and the Commission looked at how it could be 

encouraged and harnessed in Basildon as part of an inclusive growth programme.  

A week before the meeting, commissioners had attended an out and about day in the 

borough.  

Briefing 

LGiU prepared a briefing for the Commission prior to the meeting, a summary of which is 

included here: 

What is a sense of place sounds like an easy question but, of course, it is hugely complex. 

There can’t ever be a single sense of space: it changes over time; it depends on what an 

individual brings to it and how a community perceives it. Because places are the result of 

relationships and interactions between people over time and they are inherently dynamic.  

The briefing looked at what makes a place a place, what makes some places work and 

others not, how councils chart the story of their places and respond to the changes that 

inevitably happen. 

Creating a sense of place is important for: 

 Encouraging economic vitality 

 Enhancing wellbeing 

 Fostering engagement and a sense of belonging 

 Enabling physical health 

Increasingly public services are considering place-based initiatives to respond to complex 

challenges – around, for instance, health inequalities or social cohesion. We can see this 

particularly in Scotland where the focus of attention seems to be shifting from strategic 

partnership working to neighbourhoods, community and place-based approaches. 

Poverty, Place and Inequality, a report by the RTPI published in 2016, argues that place-

based approaches are key to tackling poverty and inequality, 'people-based' approaches on 

their own are not enough to reduce poverty and inequality. Alongside conventional 

approaches to reducing poverty, which focus on welfare reform, the report argues, "we 
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need to harness the potential of places to increase opportunity and realise people’s 

potential".  

Evaluating a place-based approach is a serious challenge, however. With the difficulties of 

judging progress where the objectives are often long-term and where there are perhaps 

many organisations and stakeholders involved, measurement is not going to be easy.  

The importance of design in creating built environments that exude a sense of place has also 

been recognised in planning policy and practice. The National Planning Policy Framework 

(NPPF) states that:  

It is important to plan positively for the achievement of high quality and inclusive 

design for all development, including individual buildings, public and private spaces 

and wider area development schemes. 

The arts, culture and heritage are crucial in reinforcing or enhancing the unique and 

underlying identity and character of a place experienced by the people who live there – they 

reflect and shape the story of that place.  

The briefing outlines ways that councils can support policies and strategies that strengthen 

the role of heritage in enhancing cultural identity with places.  

Finally, the paper also included some important facts and figures that help to show some of 

the characteristics of Basildon as a place, in terms of the economy, demographics, housing 

and education.  

Commission meeting 

The Commission received evidence from:  

 Chris Smith, director of New Town Utopia, a film about Basildon new town 

 Katy Lock, Project & Policy Manager (Garden Cities and New Towns) at Town and 
Country Planning Association (TCPA) 
 

Chris spoke about the themes that emerged in the process of making the film, which 

involved interviews with a large number and wide range of Basildon residents. The themes 

included: 

 A generation gap. Older people who came here from elsewhere, largely east London, 
who have a strong memory of what Basildon gave them, are still positive and 
hopeful about the town. Among those who were born in the 1970s and 1980s there 
was more of a sense of hopelessness and a real lack of self-esteem in and about the 
town.  

 Unique Basildon. When it was built Basildon felt very different to other places in the 
area.  It was seen as vibrant and new, with a pedestrianized high street, great shops 
and culture. But then the reputation took a real dive in the 80s and it became seen 
as a place everyone assumed you wouldn’t want to go to. 



 Resident’s experience. There is a difference between the aesthetic of brutalist 
architecture in the town and the experience of actually living in the buildings. The 
aesthetic was an important part of the town’s identity as a place when it was built, 
but that is not part of the experience for current residents. 

 

Chris noted that there are several basic factors that need to be right before aesthetics in 

order for people to feel a sense of place and belonging. How comfortable is their home? Are 

people healthy and employed? Do they have a good family life and a sense of wellbeing? 

Culture is important, but tends to follow from these initial factors.  

Shared experience is important for creating a sense of community, as it enables a collective 

narrative to develop. There are very few places that help to create this in Basildon at 

present. There is one pub left that has live music and not many public squares where people 

gather. The arts centre shutdown and other areas are not particularly inviting. 

The Commission discussed ways that they could support people and initiatives that are 

already there. There are people doing creative things in Basildon but it is not immediately 

obvious and they are not necessarily visible or well known. There is an art gallery in the 

Eastgate for example, which could be supported. People face a real battle if they want to do 

things in a different way, Chris suggested, as the environment makes it difficult. Schools 

could be an area in which a sense of place, creativity and opportunity could be promoted.  

The Commission also discussed the extent to which the council can engineer change and 

promote a sense of place. It was decided that it is important to get the balance right to 

make sure the council leaves space and allows for spontaneous and grass roots creativity. 

Katy Lock, project and policy officer at TCPA, told the commission about the new towns 

movement and how it has developed since the 1946 New Towns Act across the 32 new 

towns. 

New Towns were routed in the garden city movement, which sought to offer a new way of 

living that would be cleaner, inclusive and well connected. They promised to bring together 

the benefits of the town and the city with the benefits of the countryside. It was also 

important that the profits of development would be reinvested in the town to create local 

welfare state and a vibrant culture. 

It was widely felt that people were buying into a story, which is on-going and aiming 

towards a vision. There was a vital feeling that people were on a journey together and 

building a new life. 

While they were heavily subsidised and required a lot of up front investment, over a long 

process New Towns provided many needs for people beyond homes including jobs, 

transport and the infrastructure necessary for a thriving place. 

There were problems with the New Towns, however and the Development Corporations did 

not always speak to residents or engage adequately with local people. 



Meanwhile, current challenges include fragmented land ownership, after many town 

centres were sold off, and the legacies of right to buy, which impact on estate renewal. 

The Commission discussed whether there is an economic argument that can be made in 

favour of aesthetics and good design. Viability tests can make this a challenging issue, which 

is compounded by the fact that local authorities are under big pressure to deliver their five-

year housing supply. Meanwhile, changes to permitted development rights mean money 

that was previously going through section 106 has been lost, making good design harder to 

achieve. 

Questions and challenges 

Key questions and challenges that the Commission will take away and present to the council 

include: 

 Aesthetics and good design play transformative role in promoting a sense of place. 
Beauty and pleasure are important. The council will need to think about how this fits 
in with Basildon and how it is put back on the agenda. 

 There is a balance to be struck between how much of this is about top-down and 
how much about creating, supporting and leaving the space for things to happen. It 
is crucial to involve people in the process and not repeat the top-down mistakes of 
previous national regeneration and development projects. 

 Is there something about a renewal of the new town promise: homes, jobs and 
cultural opportunities? Does this help us to frame an inclusive growth plan?  

 Finally, it was agreed that the council should identify partners to work with.   
 
The future themes to be considered by the Commission are:  

 Economy – encouraging economic growth 

 People – encouraging social growth 

 Politics – governance and policy 

 Bridging the Gap – inspiring change your way 
 
Further information regarding these themes and the work of the Breakthrough Basildon 

Borough Commission can be found at www.breakthroughbasildonborough.com  
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