














Size of towns and cities 

In smaller towns local authorities will need to be 
particularly careful when evaluating the merits 
of a screen if there are only a few public spaces. 
Such places are likely to be multifunctional 
providing for a range of temporary activities 
such markets and fairs, civic, arts and cultural 
events alongside more everyday use for informal 
social interaction, quiet enjoyment, sitting and 
pedestrian movement. As a result the installation 
of a permanent screen will need to be assessed 
very carefully to ensure that multifunctional use 
is not reduced, and that existing uses and users 
are not displaced, especially where there may  
be no alternative public space available. 

Size of the Space

Large digital screens are most likely to make a 
positive contribution to urban areas where they 
are situated in a space large enough for significant 
gatherings of people. Some screens and events 
can generate very large audiences particularly 
for sporting fixtures. The adequacy of the space 
will be dependent on the type of programming 
envisaged. At Cardiff and Liverpool, for instance, 
big screens which face relatively compact public 
spaces have been successful in showing events 
catering for smaller audiences. However, a small 
space does limit the potential to accommodate 
a larger gathering for an important event. Smaller 
public spaces should also be avoided where 
screens would dominate the character of the 
space. There are also potential crowd control 
and health and safety issues in a small, more 
confined space, particularly if there are steps  
or constrained pedestrian access routes.

Existing spaces, uses and users

Many sites proposed for large digital screens will 
be in existing public spaces within towns and 
cities. These will already have a range of uses 
and users, and a screen may have a significant 
impact upon them. Moving images will draw the 
eye to the screen and sound will travel for some 
distance. This could have both positive and 
negative consequences. While a screen might 
attract some people, others may feel it distracts 
them or spoils their quiet enjoyment of a space, 
or its features.

Inevitably, local authorities will need to balance 
the needs and views of different sectors of the 
community. The extent and intensity of visual 
and aural intrusion will be different to different 
people, and will vary at different times of the day 
and with the particular attributes of the location. 
Each location will have other competing lighting, 
sound and physical activities going on within it 
such as local traffic, water features, street lights 
and nearby uses. It is essential to evaluate how a 
screen will interact with these, how these might 
change during the day and at night, and between 
weekdays and weekends. Also the attraction of 
the screen will vary depending on the nature  
of the programming. Some content may bring 
large groups together at specific times, such as  
a sports event or a major news announcement, 
yet other programming may interest only a small 
section of the population. As a result the impact 
on other users will vary. It will be important not 
to allow the screen and its content to dominate 
a space for long periods to the exclusion of 
other activity. 
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Contextual impact

Large screens are likely to be inappropriate  
in architecturally or historically important  
places, particularly if they harm the character, 
appearance or setting of scheduled monuments, 
listed buildings, registered parks or gardens,  
or conservation areas. It will be important  
to consider such elements even if a screen  
is some distance away because of its moving 
content and high visual impact. When assessing 
impacts and potential harm to the historic 
environment, the following factors should  
be considered:

• 	�impact on the heritage values of a place  
by the application of English Heritage’s 
Conservation Principles

• 	�relationship to the wider historic  
and townscape context

• 	�relationship to landscapes, open space  
and other street furniture

• 	�natural topography

• 	�strategic and local views, prospects  
and panoramas

• 	�sound and light pollution and impact  
on skylines

• 	�conflict with temporary or permanent current 
uses and activities within an existing space

As a rule, if having carried out a characterisation 
analysis and an urban design study, a local 
authority considers that a large digital screen 
could form an appropriate part of a public 
realm strategy, then proposals should favour:

• 	�places that have a high footfall and are  
natural gathering points for a community 
where crowds of different sizes can be 
managed and supervised safely

• 	�places where existing surfaces are robust 
enough to cope with the additional footfall; 
grass and planted areas are likely to suffer  
from increased wear and compaction

• 	�spaces which can accommodate the needs  
of disabled people

•	� spaces which encourage ‘dwell time’ through 
natural ambience, and the provision of 
appropriate street furniture including seating

•	� enhanced management regimes to ensure  
that additional activity does not generate 
hygiene, litter or other public safety or  
amenity problems
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Liverpool

The supporting structure is poorly related to the wider street scene.



They should avoid:

• 	�listed buildings, conservation areas and other 
places of architectural or historical significance

• 	�places that are particularly visually or 
environmentally sensitive, such as smaller  
public spaces and those considered to be  
areas of quiet repose

• 	�siting screens in the centre of streets,  
or where their backs are exposed

• 	�locations where traffic or people crossing  
the street may be distracted

• 	�locations where residential or commercial 
occupiers may be the disturbed by the sound 
of broadcasts

• 	�locations where they would add  
to street clutter, or be sited close to existing 
street furniture, public art, trees or other 
townscape features

• 	�locations where the screen would obstruct/ 
interfere with the existing design concept  
of the space

New Spaces and New Buildings

New purpose-designed spaces and adjacent new 
buildings offer the greatest potential for a screen 
as part of a wider exercise in placemaking. It will 
be important for the screen to be integrated 
into the overall concept from the earliest design 
stage. Using a new building as a mounting  
can avoid many of the problems encountered 
with siting screens across streets or spaces 
eliminating the exposure of unsightly blank rear 
elevations and minimising visual intrusion. 
Careful consideration will be needed to ensure 
that the building façade is suitable, and that  
the appearance of the building is not adversely 
affected when the screen is switched off. The 
adjacent space will need to be an appropriate 
size and form a place of public gathering which 
will be attractive and pleasant to use even if the 
screen is switched off or removed at some stage 
in the future.

 

Manchester
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In Manchester the public realm has been designed to a high standard with integrated seating, but the screen is mounted  
uncomfortably on the fine stone façade of the grade II listed Triangle building. Its replacement will be taken off the building  
which will then be restored to its original state. Such sensitive, historic locations should be avoided in the future. 



The relationship to transport 
infrastructure 

Transport is important in relation to digital 
screens because of the potential for large 
numbers of people to gather for specific events 
and disperse safely from them. The capacity of 
public transport, the quality of links between 
transport points and the site, and the feasibility 
of making improvements, or temporary 
arrangements, where appropriate are all 
important considerations. Screens should not be 
sited in locations which create a hazard or 
distraction for drivers.

The importance of access

A full access audit should be carried out 
including access for those with disabilities  
and the emergency services.

Security

Local authorities should consider public safety 
management and other requirements at the site 
including anti-terrorist measures. This should 
cover issues relating to large-scale events as well 
as times when there are no events. It will be 
particularly important to evaluate the nighttime 
impact, both positive and negative, on city centres, 
as the screens will need to be integrated  
into wider area strategies for preventing crime 
and anti-social behaviour. Depending on the 
programming available, a wider range of people 
may visit and view events in the evenings  
and weekends in city centres and reduce  
the concentration of the evening economy  
on young people in licensed premises. 

Management 

Although they will not be directly responsible 
for its generation, local authorities will need to 
have in place an appropriately agreed strategy 
with relevant partners for the development of 
content, its curation and the operation of the 
screen on a day-to-day basis to control issues 
such as hours of operation, noise, malfunctions 
and the handling of complaints. 

Maintenance

A fully funded maintenance and servicing  
regime should be established to ensure that 
mechanical faults and potential vandalism are 
repaired swiftly and that screens are cleaned 
regularly. The experience of Manchester where  
a temporary screen provided for a very large 
crowd broke down before a major event 
demonstrates that reliability and continuity of 
service are vital for public safety. Contingency 
plans to deal with faults and the resultant  
public order and safety issues will need to be 
part of the management and maintenance 
programme for any screen. 

Provision of public amenities

Consideration should be given to the availability 
of facilities – food and drink outlets, toilets, 
meeting points and safe areas – recommended 
for large gatherings of people. The capacity  
of existing facilities to service large events 
should be understood, together with the ability 
to accommodate additional temporary facilities 
including their installation and removal, and the 
cleaning and reinstatement of a space after  
a major event.

Practical issues

10 | 11



In Norwich the recently-installed  
screen has been mounted carefully  
on to the entrance to a new shopping  
centre facing Chapelfield Plain

In Hull, the screen, installed in an earlier phase, has been placed obtrusively on tall posts across 
King Edward Street dominating the entire area. The unsightly blank rear elevation is exposed to 
long views from behind. The siting of the screen is detrimental to the design of the wider public 
realm and townscape. The Liverpool screen, of the same vintage, raises similar issues.

Norwich Hull Liverpool

Generally, screens should be considered only where they form an 
integral part of a wider vision for an area and as part of an overall 
design for a space. 

Design Issues

The sustainable design and 
construction of the proposal

For all forms of development, good design means 
sustainable design. Large screens should set 
exemplary standards of design and operation 
because of their high profile and local impact. 
Proposals should therefore exceed the latest 
regulations and policies for minimising energy 
use and reducing carbon emissions over  
the lifetime of the development. Conditional 
consent may be appropriate to restrict hours  
of operation. The long-term resource and energy 
efficiency of large screens will be enhanced  
if their format can be adapted over time,  
and if they are switched off when not in use.

 

The credibility of the design

Big screens have the potential to provide  
a significant focus for a town or city centre.  
A high standard of design should be maintained 
throughout the project, and not compromised 
to keep costs down. The impact of all of the 
necessary supporting infrastructure and plant 
should be anticipated and minimised.

The contribution to public space 
and facilities

The proposal should contribute positively  
to its surroundings at street level. It should 
contribute to safety, diversity, vitality, social 
engagement and ‘sense of place’. Where sites 
are identified as appropriate, local authorities 
should have in place sufficient funding to secure 
the complementary enhancement of the 
surrounding public space as part of a co-
ordinated public realm strategy.
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Even on new buildings in new spaces nearby residents and users may be affected. In Swindon residents have complained about noise  
and light pollution. In Birmingham adjacent businesses secured an injunction until issues of sound and light pollution to nearby buildings  
were addressed delaying operation of the screen for over a year. Full public consultation is essential before decisions are taken.

Birmingham

Applications should demonstrate that the following issues have been 
addressed as part of the overall design and development process.

The local environment

The effect on the  
local environment

Including microclimate, overshadowing, nighttime 
appearance, noise and light pollution, vehicle 
movements and the environment and amenity 
of those living or working near the screen 
including residential, commercial or civic property.

The contribution made  
to the permeability of a site  
and the wider area

Opportunities to offer improved access, and, 
where appropriate, the opening up, or effective 
closure, of views to improve the legibility of the 
city and the wider townscape.

 The provision of a  
well-designed environment

Proposals should contribute to the quality  
of life of those who visit, live or work in the  
area where the screen is sited including function, 
fitness for purpose and amenity aspects of any 
new facilities.

To be acceptable, any new large digital screen 
should be in an appropriate location, should  
be of excellent design quality in its own right, 
and should enhance the qualities of its immediate 
location and wider setting. Failure on any of these 
grounds will make a proposal unacceptable  
to CABE and English Heritage. 
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Content for Live Sites is managed by the BBC 
on behalf of the partnership with LOCOG and 
the local authority. The Live Sites programming 
has been developed to the point where the  
vast majority is unique to the Live Sites Big 
Screens network. 

The development, management and curation  
of the content will have a significant impact on 
how a screen is used, the nature of the audience, 
public reaction, and the range of benefits that 
can be delivered. Closely connected is the length 
of time each day that the proposed screen  
is expected to be functioning. Inevitably there  
will be periods in a week, often of extended 
duration (particularly in the colder months), 
when outdoor audiences will be limited. Local 
authorities should require applicants to submit 
detailed proposals of the expected hours of 
operation and the nature of the content that will 
be provided at these times which demonstrate 
unique service and public benefit. It will also be 
necessary to understand how content will be 
curated, created and managed on a permanent 
basis. Whilst recognising that some content 
opportunities and resources only appear over 
time through the stimulus of the Live Site’s 
operation, authorities will need to be satisfied 
that there are sufficient safeguards and funding 
in place to ensure that the anticipated content  
is delivered and that such programming suits  
the screen in the specific location. 

Local authorities will need to challenge  
the purpose of a screen if the majority of the 
content is expected to comprise long periods  
of rolling transmission of existing television 
channels, leaving the screen simply to be a large 
television set ‘left on’ in a public space. If this were 
to occur the screen is likely to be a distraction 
or irritant for other users, and to conflict with 
existing uses within the space. As such content 
is freely available elsewhere, there will be little 
public benefit from the screen. Authorities will 
need to ensure that contractually they retain 
the power to review and amend the operation 
of the screen and its content so that it does  
not conflict with other users or uses within  
the space, or the overall amenity of the area. 

Where the screen is intended to show locally 
developed content based on local arts, cultural, 
sports and educational activities, local authorities 
should seek to support those bodies delivering 
content. They may wish to offer funding for  
the provision and curation of such content. 

Planning for  
successful content

There are a number of technical criteria such as 
viewing angles, power supplies and maintenance 
access that need to be considered in the siting 
of big screens.

When selecting screen technology, the following 
factors should be considered:

•	� image quality and the relation to content such 
as size, shape and resolution

•	� brightness of the display and integration with 
wider lighting systems

•	� sustainability and energy efficiency – screens 
should not be left on standby and should use 
electricity from a sustainable source

•	� use of different types of light sources such as 
LED, LCD and fluorescent. LEDs offer the 
greenest solution

•	� the impact of high definition systems on the 
relationship of the viewer to the screen

•	� screen technology should be easy to use and 
to maintain and should sit unobtrusively in the 
townscape when not active

 
Technical criteria

Local authorities are urged to ensure that 
where planning permission for screens is 
granted, full public consultation is carried out, 
and that robust conditions are attached which 
will prevent all forms of advertising for the life  
of the screen. Should proposals be advanced  
at any stage for any form of advertising on the 
screens, either of a commercial or public nature, 
separate control of advertisements consent  
may be required. Generally, planning permission 
should be for a limited period to allow for a 
regular review of the screen and its impact on 
the local environment. If a screen fails, is not 
maintained properly, or becomes the focus  
of anti-social behaviour, it should be removed  
at the end of the limited period and the site 
reinstated to operate without the screen. 
Appropriate provision needs to be made for 
the costs of removal and the reinstatement  
of the affected space and surfaces. 

 
Planning permission
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Further information  
and Advice Consultation
When reviewing projects, CABE can provide 
expert advice on whether a proposal for a 
large, digital screen is appropriate to the wider 
built environment.

Some locations for large screens could have  
an effect on the wider historic environment  
as well as on the local context. In such 
circumstances, early pre-application consultation 
with English Heritage staff, preferably alongside 
local authority representatives, will help  
to ensure that all the implications are fully 
understood and addressed in the access  
and design statement. 

Details of regional English Heritage contacts 
are available at www.english-heritage.org.uk and 
in the publication Planning and Development in the 
Historic Environment: A Charter of English Heritage 
Advisory Services (see www.helm.org.uk). The 
forthcoming Guidance on Temporary Structures 
for Events will offer useful additional advice from 
English Heritage on the installation of temporary 
structures for events in sensitive historic locations.

Swindon
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This document offers advice and guidance on 
good practice in relation to the siting of large 
digital screens in public places. English Heritage 
and CABE recommend that local planning 
authorities use it to inform policy making and  
the evaluation of planning applications for large 
screens. It should also be used as a guide to best 
practice by those considering putting forward 
such applications and proposals.

Both organisations recognise the growing  
desire for the provision of such facilities, both 
temporary and permanent, particularly in  
the lead up to the Olympic Games and the 
Paralympic Games, and this guidance is designed 
to assist all parties involved in the decision 
making process when considering the potential 
effects on the wider historic environment as 
well as on the local context.

Commission for Architecture  
and the Built Environment

The government’s advisor on 
architecture, urban design and 
public space

1 Kemble Street 
London WC2B 4AN 
T	 020 7070 6700 
F	 020 7070 6777 
E	 enquiries@cabe.org.uk 
www.cabe.org.uk

English Heritage

The goverment’s statutory advisor 
on the historic environment

1 Waterhouse Square 
138-142 Holborn 
London EC1N 2ST 
T	 020 7973 3000 
F	 020 7973 3001 
www.english-heritage.org.uk
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