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The RiveRside Walk enhancemenT sTRaTegy 
The City of London developed a design framework for the riverside walk

The Riverside Walk Enhancement Strategy 
is a long-term framework developed 
by the City of London’s Planning & 
Transportation Department to deliver an 
attractive, fully accessible and continuous 
pedestrian walkway along the River 
Thames. The key aims of the Strategy 
are to create universally accessible 
connections between the riverside and the 
rest of the City, to create new, and redesign 
existing, green spaces for people to stop 
and enjoy the Thames, and to encourage 
the biodiversity of the City riverside. 

Today, seven years since its inception, 
the Strategy remains a crucial tool 
enabling the City of London to deliver 
cumulative and transformational 
improvement to over 2km of riverside 
frontage, and successfully overcome 
a myriad of private and public land 
ownership issues and physical and natural 
restrictions. So far the City has completed 
50 per cent of intended projects and 
phases, which underlines the long-term 
focus of this framework.

BackgRound
Since the inauguration of the Thames Path 
National Trail in 1990 there has been an 
aspiration to improve the City riverside. 
The character of the Riverside Walk was 
dominated by the architecture of the 
buildings either fronting the riverside or 
with the walkway running through them, 
with many sections unwelcoming due to 
design, materials, lighting, a lack of way-
finding information, or neglect. Despite 
policy direction, improved monitoring, 
repair regimes and communication with 
property owners, the Riverside Walk 

continued to be under-utilised and did not 
provide the level of amenity that the public 
would want from a riverside environment. 
The issue was therefore not one of proper 
maintenance but the need for a different 
approach to the management of the 
Riverside Walk, as a single entity rather 
than as a series of randomly connected 
wharfs.

In 2002 officers met occupiers, 
property owners and government agencies 
to get their views; the consensus was 
that more should be done to connect the 
riverside to the rest of the City and provide 
a unified City character along the river. The 
riverside should reflect the quality of the 
public spaces in the City, but it was failing 
to do so.

PRocess
In 2002 an inter-departmental Riverside 
Working Group was established to explore 
the need for a strategy and discuss how 
it could be formalised. Consultants were 
commissioned to analyse the existing 
situation, then design consultants 
Burns + Nice and Bere Architects were 
commissioned to work with officers 
on enhancement options. Seventeen 
project areas were identified and sketch 
options were produced with an emphasis 
on simple designs and consistency of 
materials. The development of a strategy 
was supported through the adoption of 
complementary City policy documents 
such as the 2004 Supplementary Planning 
Guidance on Open Spaces (the riverside 
area comprises 16,000m2 of open space) 
and City Biodiversity Action Plan. The 
City’s 2004 SPG on Planning Obligations 

formalised how the City agrees planning 
obligation contributions with developers. 
Importantly, this SPG provided the formal 
basis for the City to secure funding from 
developers for local area improvements, 
with a role for framework strategies 
such as the Riverside Walk Enhancement 
Strategy. 

In 2005 Members reviewed the 
work so far and approved the strategic 
approach, a full public consultation on 
proposals, £1.6 million of City monies 
to fund the delivery of the high priority 
projects and an application to the Pool 
of London Partnership for SRB funding 
for further projects. Following members 
approval, the City ran a high profile 
public consultation to get the views of all 
stakeholders, including neighbouring local 
authorities and the GLA. The feedback 
was overwhelmingly positive; the support 
enabled officers to prioritise opportunity 
sites and proposed enhancements on 
the riverside into high, medium and 
lower categories and to proceed with 
implementation.

deliveRy
Since 2005, 10 of the 17 identified areas 
have been enhanced and ten projects 
remain (three of which are further phases 
in project areas where work has already 
taken place). They comprise small and 
large scale public realm enhancements, 
including installing ramps to replace 
steps; new planting areas and seating, 
new art, enhanced lighting and paving; 
and installation of measures to prevent 
illegal vehicle overrun whilst preserving 
full pedestrian access. Public art measures 

include a film installation (due in 
November 2010) and curved mirrors. 
These generate visual change in the 
environment and public interest in what 
is happening in vacant spaces that will be 
enhanced in the future.

One of the main projects was the 
enhancement at Grants Quay, one of the 
largest public spaces on the Riverside 
Walk. A fully accessible ramp was 
installed to replace steps and the lower 
and upper terraces were enhanced 
through significant landscaping. Desire 
lines were enhanced with standard City 
York stone paving replacing old concrete 
paving, and new and robust granite clad 
planters replacing large timber planters 
that were in poor repair and blocking 
people’s routes. The new planting scheme 
is serviced by an irrigation system that 
is essential in this south-facing riverside 
environment. 

A survey carried out before and 
after the improvements in summer 
2007 and summer 2009, assessed the 
impact on pedestrians of the Grants 
Quay enhancement in terms of use and 
satisfaction. Weekday use of the space has 
risen by 29 per cent, with a 100 per cent 
increase in usage at peak times. Use by 
old people and children has tripled, while 
the number of people using the route for 
commuting rose by 60 per cent. Overall 
satisfaction with the space has risen 
significantly between the two surveys, 

with 81 per cent of respondents now rating 
the area as ‘very good’, a large increase 
from the 33 per cent recorded in 2007. 

successes
The key achievement of the Strategy has 
been a significant increase in pedestrian 
activity and very positive feedback on the 
quality of experience along the Riverside 
Walk. With another ten projects still to be 
delivered, officers are hopeful that footfall 
and positive feedback will continue to rise, 
as more people travelling to and through 
the City learn about the quality, ease of 
access and proximity of the enhanced 
Riverside Walk.

In terms of project delivery, the 
Riverside Walk Enhancement Strategy 
has catalysed progress and provided a 
framework that ensures high quality 
enhancements are delivered according 
to key urban design principles. The 
Strategy has provided a link between 
strategic, macro-policy direction, and 
individual, micro-projects being funded, 
managed and delivered. This medium 
scale link provides structure to what might 
otherwise be piecemeal enhancements 
and helps generate a sense of continuity 
and support among stakeholders. Private 
sector stakeholders, politicians and 
officers have greater confidence on each 
project and on progress as they are aware 
of what is happening in the wider area, 
the overall strategic goals and how the 

projects are interrelated. 
The Strategy has promoted better 

communication with internal and external 
stakeholders on key project requirements, 
successes or problems. Officers have 
learned from each other on key practical 
issues such as the physical constraints of 
constructing on the riverside, and how to 
deliver construction works when access to 
the riverside is restricted via either private 
land or Transport for London roads. 
Knowledge of such issues enables officers 
to transfer principles of good urban design 
from plan to reality, and the sharing of this 
knowledge reduces the time and resources 
needed to deliver each project successfully. 

Lastly, the Strategy has been successful 
as a catalyst for funding. Political approval 
of the strategy enabled funding for the 
projects to be secured from internal City 
resources, Section 106 Agreements, the 
Cross River Partnership and Transport 
for London. The use of internal City funds 
assisted in securing external funding, 
and around 80 per cent of the total cost 
of enhancements so far has come from 
external funds – far in excess of the 
original expectations for the strategy.

conclusion
Since 2005 there has been a 
transformation of the Riverside Walk from 
a series of disconnected and sometimes 
inaccessible spaces towards a continuous, 
attractive and fully accessible route that 
supports surrounding land uses, a range of 
pedestrian activities and local biodiversity. 
The Riverside Walk Enhancement Strategy 
has played a central role in designing and 
implementing this transformation. The 
Strategy provided an overall structure for 
riverside works, generating local support 
and identifying how such a large project 
could be successfully delivered, backed 
up by adopted SPG documents supporting 
enhancement works and formalising the 
ability for private developers to contribute 
to enhancements in their local area.

So far adoption of the Strategy has 
greatly increased the use of the riverside 
and the quality of the public space. By 
providing a framework for delivery, 
the City has facilitated enhancements 
everybody wants, supports and benefits 
from. Ultimately, the City is on the sunny 
side of the river and the riverside is a 
space, or a network of spaces, that should 
be heavily used and celebrated, and not 
overlooked for any reason. •

↙ Riverside Walk 
Enhancement Strategy map 
↓ Grants Quay before (↓) 
and after (↘) enhancement
→ Blackfriars ramp, phase 
2 of 3
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The BouRg Walk BRidge – aylesBuRy
A pedestrian and cycle bridge provides a new gateway into Aylesbury

The Bourg Walk bridge opened in April 
2009 and provides a direct and high 
quality pedestrian and cycle link from the 
south of Aylesbury into the town centre. 
The design of the curving open structure 
creates an impressive gateway into 
Aylesbury, a gateway which indicates how 
the town is changing and looks forward to 
the future with confidence. 

aylesBuRy’s RegeneRaTion
Aylesbury Vale was designated as a growth 
area under the previous government’s 
Sustainable Communities Plan. Today, the 
scale of growth may differ but Aylesbury, 
as the county town of Buckinghamshire, 
remains a principal growing economic 
centre. The creation of the Bourg Walk 
was an initial and important step in 
the delivery of a wider strategy and 
regeneration programme for Aylesbury 
town centre. 

The bridge is a prime example of how 
public sector investment can attract 
inward investment and future prosperity. 
Aylesbury Vale District Council’s (AVDC) 
new £35m Waterside theatre opened 
October 2010 with the planned delivery of 
a new superstore, hotel and the National 
Enterprise Academy scheduled for 2012. 
These investments generate confidence, 
with Brookfields Europe Ltd., Chiltern 
Railway Ltd., Aylesbury College, a range 
of housing developers and the Vale of 
Aylesbury Housing Trust also having 

invested millions in Aylesbury over the 
last few years.

Other regeneration projects, part 
of the wider integrated transport 
improvement programme, shared the 
same design ambitions as the Bourg Walk: 
to successfully combine structure, form 
and space in creating a revitalised local 
landscape. The re-design and landscaping 
of the Station Boulevard (part of the 
gateway on this southern side of the 
town), the creation of the longest piece of 
original enamelled artwork in Europe in 
the underpass leading to the refurbished 
bus station, the remedial enhancements to 
the rail station, the design of the real-time 
bus stops throughout the town centre and 
the new travel information kiosk in Market 
Square add to the regeneration and vitality 
of Aylesbury.

access To The ToWn cenTRe
The Bourg Walk makes a clear statement 
about sustainability, with priority given 
to pedestrians and cyclists access to the 
town centre over the movement of vehicles 
on the ring road. Visitors from the train 
station, residents (existing and new), 
college students and pupils of the nearby 
school all benefit from this clearly defined 
route to the town centre; providing a safer 
access, both day and night.

The old bridge provided access but 
did little to alter the perception of the 
railway line running through Aylesbury 

acting as a clear divide between one of the 
major housing estates in the town and the 
town centre. The Bourg Walk has changed 
all that with access to the train and bus 
stations, adjacent supermarket and town 
centre via a staircase or, for families with 
prams, people of limited mobility or for 
the Para-Olympiads training at Stoke 
Mandeville stadium ( 2012 Olympics), a 
lift. The lift features public art by a local 
artist which is positioned on the glass wall, 
depicting a tree as it passes through the 
seasons. 

One of Aylesbury’s key successes which 
The Bourg Walk contributes to, is the 
significant modal shift to using sustainable 
transport. In 2005 – 2008 Aylesbury was 
a Cycle Demonstration Town and between 
2004 and 2009 has experienced a 73 per 
cent increase in cycling journeys in the 
town and a 56 per cent increase in use of 
the rail station’s cycle park.

disTincTive chaRacTeR
The snake-like curving lines of the 
250m long Bourg Walk bridge with the 
suspended 35m mast soaring into the sky 
above, creates both horizontal and vertical 
impact. Pedestrians and cyclists using the 
bridge also experience this impact as the 
curving lines unfurl before them. 

To provide good visibility and a 
lightweight appearance on the bridge, a 
unique parapet system was designed which 
achieves an expansive open feel, which 

captures the structural form and function 
of being on a bridge without restricting the 
visual interplay of space, light and views 
of the town and surrounding countryside. 
This sense of space is also enhanced by 
the specially blended woven mesh which 
forms the walls of the bridge and creates 
a basket type effect, as well as preventing 
any objects passing through it. 

The lighting design is a very important 
aspect to ensure public safety: the 
positioning of the lighting system on the 
parapet creates an even spread of light 
with no shadows. Uplighters to the mast 
provide a strong visual presence which 
adds impact and drama when viewed 
from a distance. The colours of the mast 
illumination can be changed. Currently 
they reflect autumn, as part of the 
changing seasons. 

design develoPmenT PRocess
The site of the structure is long and thin 
with many major obstructions along the 
path, which dictated for the main part, the 
alignment of the structure and position 
of the associated supports. As such, the 
unique snaking horizontal alignment 
was developed to overcome these tight 
physical constraints with pillars designed 
and placed to suit available locations. 
Sharp turns within the ramps had to be 
avoided to minimise potential collisions 
between pedestrians and cyclists, and 
ramps were provided at each end of the 
bridge at 1 in 20 to avoid the need for any 
steps. The spans that had to be achieved 
across Station Way and the railway were 
designed to carry their own dead weight, 
while the mast and cable cater for the 
live loading of pedestrians. In order to 
comply with Network Rail standards 
the area of the bridge over the railway 
required a solid 1.8m high parapet and 
this was provided via stainless steel 
panels to match materials used elsewhere. 
These constraints led to a high degree 
of fabrication off site which enabled the 
maintenance of the diversion route across 
the railway during the building process. 
The result is a lightweight, elegant and 
contemporary bridge.

In order to create a direct route into the 
heart of the Market Square the designers 
created a new crossing on the ring road, 
at the foot of the bridge. The objective was 
to try and change the priority and mindset 
of drivers to think that pedestrians had 
as much a right to be in the area and that 

the dominant flow was actually from the 
bridge and adjacent Station Boulevard. 
This lead to the adoption of shared space 
principles and a straight over signalised 
junction incorporating toucan crossings. 
Materials for the road surface were 
carefully selected to try and change 
the dominance of the main flow at the 
junction. 

leaRning
The separate cycle lane on the bridge 
with its red coloured surface, has proven 
to be somewhat unnecessary. Cyclists 
and pedestrians tend to amble along the 
whole width of the bridge, creating a 
shared space and resulting in slower cycle 
speeds and a different vitality and feel for 
the space. Young and older people report 
feeling safer with such high levels of 
interaction.

The Bourg Walk itself is a success 
in social terms too. There have been 
some behaviour changes with minimal 
incidences of graffiti on the bridge 
surfaces which is a significant difference 
when compared to the old bridge and 
access route. However, the lift has 
presented some challenges because when 
it opened some young people jumped up 
and down on the lift’s floor causing the 
emergency brake to come on. This has 
now been partially resolved by reducing 
the speed of the lift so that the emergency 
brake is not triggered so frequently. The 
lesson here is the need to plan for social 
interaction in all aspects of the overall 
design and function. 

conclusion
The Bourg Walk is a success story for 
Aylesbury. As part of a £20m integrated 
transport system which was delivered 
within a 5 year time period, the bridge 
provides a quality experience for residents 
and visitors to Aylesbury; the design 
and the choice of material used make a 
strong statement about how Aylesbury 
is changing. This perception of change 
emulates Aylesbury town’s aspirations 
to be a vibrant economic, cultural and 
leisure centre for Buckinghamshire in 
the 21st century. • Commissioning Body: 
Buckinghamshire County Council

↙ A panoramic view of the curving 
structure of the Bourg Walk
↙↙ Bourg Walk at night enhanced by 
a lighting scheme
↘ Mesh wall to the bridge creates a 
sense of space and provides safety
↘↘ The 35m soaring mast and the red 
surface ground for cyclists 
↘↘↘ The graffiti covering the old 
bridge hardly appear on the new one
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BaRking ToWn squaRe 
Barking and Dagenham Borough presents a vibrant new public space 

The Square, designed by muf architecture/
art, is a t-shaped, 6,000m2 space 
consisting of four interlocking elements: a 
Civic Square, a Folly Wall (Secret Garden), 
an Arcade and an Arboretum. The space is 
surrounded by four new buildings which 
have public functions at ground floor level. 
These include Barking Learning Centre, 
a Gallery, further education facilities, 
a hotel, shops with private apartments 
above. The other key building forming 
the Square is Barking Town Hall a 1950s 
neo-Georgian red brick building with 
a campanile. Muf worked closely with 
architects Allford Hall Monaghan Morris, 
responsible for the adjacent buildings, 
in order to maximise the integration of 
the public space and surrounding uses, 
and ensure all elements are compatible 
and flow seamlessly. As a result of this 
collaborative process the buildings and 
public space create an enjoyable landscape 
for all users.

The Civic Square is designed as an 
extra large outdoor room. It is framed 
by the Town Hall, Barking Learning 
Centre gallery and the new Folly Wall. 
It is furnished with pale pink elongated 
Barking benches, each 6 metres in length, 
on a floor of pink Spanish granite. It is 
linked to the arboretum via a set of steps 
that exactly mirror the steps leading up 
to the Town Hall. These lead to a stage 
designed both for performance events and 
more informal uses.

The Folly Wall (Secret Garden) screens 
service yard and rear wall of an Iceland 
supermarket and provides the fourth 
elevation to the Town Square. It recovers 
the texture of the lost historic fabric of the 
town centre and serves as a memento-mori 
to this current cycle of regeneration. The 
wall is south-facing and has opportunities 
for seating, both on the steps and on the 
designed bench along the base. It is built of 
architectural salvage bedded in brick and 
is planted with indigenous species which 
will in time overrun and colonise both the 
designed and opportune crevices. It was 
designed and built using the skills of local 
people.

The Arcade: the terrazzo floor of 
the colonnade adjacent to the Barking 
Learning Centre, extends out to Ripple 
Road marking a direct route to the square 
and Town Hall. It also links the entrances 
to the flats above the One-Stop Shop, the 
café and a retail unit on Ripple Road. The 
arcade is paved in black and white terrazzo 
tiles that reference both the grandeur of 
arcades and the paths of the London’s 
Edwardian villas. Large diamond light 
chandeliers designed by Tom Dixon are an 
adaptation of an interior fitting.

The Arboretum is the centrepiece of the 
later Square development, connecting with 
the terrazzo, the Town Square and Secret 
Garden to create a focal point for Barking. 
It is conceived as a literary arboretum to 
the adjacent library and functions as an 

outside reading room. Its dense planting 
of 40 mature trees and quirky furniture 
provide a space for role play, performance, 
learning, reading and exploration. Play 
is not ring fenced here, but instead is 
fostered through the miniaturisation of 
street furniture and hiding spaces.

The PRocess
The Barking Town Square project 
emerged as a reaction to Barking Town 
Centre’s failure to compete with other 
nearby centres, and its lack of a positive 
image. Barking Town Square was a bleak, 
windswept and soulless public space in 
need of change, containing a town hall 
and a dated library and surrounded by 
car parks. The scheme emanates from 
a development brief in 1999 which 
culminated in 2005, in the scheme being 
taken forward to fruition by Redrow 
to a design by architects, Allford Hall 
Monaghan Morris (AHMM). This included 
the Barking Learning Centre and three 
other commercial buildings – Piano 
Works, Bath House and Lemonade 
Building – which provided residential 
development, a hotel, a training enterprise 
and retail space. It was important to 
provide the public realm as an integral 
part of the project and not an add-on. 
The public realm was key in integrating 
the Town Square with the surrounding 
residential, civic and commercial areas, 
and in raising the image and profile of the 
area, while providing an important public 
space for local people. There was a cocktail 
of funding coming from the Council 
foregoing a capital receipt, Redrow , 
Central Government and London Thames 
Gateway Development Corporation.

Muf architecture/art were appointed 
to draw together the elements of Town 
Square through an innovative public realm 
scheme. They worked closely with AHMM 
from an early stage in order to maximise 
the properties of the public space, and 
as a result of the collaborative process, 
the footprint of some of the buildings 
changed. 

The design of the scheme aimed to 
knit together the private, commercial, 
community services and the civic 
components of the scheme, and 
collaboration between the architects 
ensured that all town square elements 
were compatible and flowed seamlessly. 
The design also reflects the existing 
architecture of the Town Hall, for example 

in the mirroring of the steps in the design 
of the performance area.

The Council ensured that the proposal 
was developed in the context of both the 
immediate surroundings and the wider 
town centre. For example, the Folly Wall 
was designed to screen the rear wall of 
Iceland while, at the same time, providing 
the fourth elevation to Town Square. The 
Arcade connects the Square to the retail 
area on Ripple Road. The Square was also 
designed to link together the civic areas 
of the town centre with the surrounding 
residential and retail areas, providing a 
pleasant and safe walking environment.

The project was also developed in line 
with the Barking Code – a systematically 
arranged and comprehensive collection of 
materials, products and detailed finishing 
techniques including maintenance 
considerations. The Code aims to promote 
innovation, shape interest and help 
develop a distinctive character in the 
design for Barking town centre. 

Town Square has been designed to 
benefit the whole community in a number 
of ways. It provides an attractive space to 
sit in, read in and play in. It provides a link 
between different town centre locations 
and facilities and helps attract new 
retailers and uses to the town centre. It has 
been designed to Access for All principles 
and is fully DDA compliant, with the local 
Access group being fully consulted during 
design.

In addition to statutory consultation 
the design and building phases were 
interspersed with unusual and effective 
ways to involve local residents and 
stakeholders. These included: 
•	A series of workshops with young 
people that resulted in arresting images on 
temporary hoardings
•	The involvement of the master builders 
and apprentices of Barking College in the 
actual technical design and construction of 
the Folly Wall
•	Seven workshop sessions with 
librarians, young people and local children 
to develop narratives and prototypes for 
street furniture

lessons leaRned and 
conclusions
The whole Town Square scheme is an 
example of New Urbanism, it brings 
together the Learning Centre, residential, 
leisure and quality public space that as a 
whole creates a sustainable, convenient 

and enjoyable destination in the Town 
Centre.

The main lesson learned is that in 
a scheme of this kind, there needs to 
be a fully inclusive process between 
the architects of the buildings and the 
public realm designers, with the local 
authority taking the lead in terms of the 
vision, establishing trust between the 
various clients and designers, ensuring 
funding is in place, involving local people 
and ensuring a continuity of support, 
especially political.

Town Square project would not 
have been delivered without a large 
number of organisations working in 
partnership. The key partners in this 
project are the Borough, London Thames 
Gateway Development Corporation, The 
Department of Communities and Local 
Government, and Redrow Regeneration.

The real success of the Square is 
measured by how well it is used by local 
people, and so far it has been enjoyed by all 
sections of the vibrant community, and is 
being used both informally and for public 
arts events. The Square has hosted a wide 
variety of events from the Molten Arts 
Festival (2008, 2009, 2010) to a Dance 
Festival (2009). It has been the venue for 
a funfair, ice rink and beach volleyball, 
and the library has drawn up a series of 
events to take place in the arboretum. 
The Folly Wall has been absorbed into the 
local imagination – many believing the 
wall has always been there or has been 
reconstructed as a relocation from another 
site in the borough.

In addition the project has been 
identified as an exemplar for what is 
possible; the borough officers and the 
designers have been invited to talk 
about the scheme both nationally and 
internationally; it received the European 
Prize for public space (2008) and the RTPI 
London Planning Awards Best New Public 
Space (2010), and was one of the Mayor’s 
100 spaces. •

↙ Temporary event in the Town 
Square: beach volleyball

↓ Barking central site plan
↓↓ The arcade, direct route 
to the Square and town hall
↓↓↓ Folly Wall, Secret 
garden provides the fourth 
elevation to Town Square
↓↓↓↓ Town Square 
arboretum, a focal point for 
Barking
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ouRPlace™
North West Leicestershire District Council harnessed consumer power to transform 
housing quality 

CABE’s housing audits stimulated 
discussion about a suburban renaissance 
as part of its efforts to improve the 
everyday, ordinary places where people 
live, work and play on a daily basis. Its 
ambition was to see ‘very good’ and ‘good’ 
rated developments under Building for 
Life (the standard for new homes and 
neighbourhoods) become the norm as 
opposed to exception – a tall order when 
its national housing audits uncovered that 
only 18 per cent of developments met this 
standard. 

But how do we achieve this where the 
quality baseline is evidenced to be so 
low? Is it through strengthening local 
policies? Is it through further regulation? 
Is it through encouraging the widespread 
adoption and use of Building for Life? If we 
had all of these in play, would it be enough 
or do we need something else? These were 
the questions and issues that North West 
Leicestershire District Council considered 
when its Cabinet adopted a radical new 
approach to housing quality – one that 
harnessed consumer influence and 
supported consumers in finding their ideal 
place to live1. 

The challenge is tough. How can a step 
change in design quality of new homes 
and neighbourhoods be achieved where 
the quality baseline is so low, where 
robust urban design and place making 
skills are in short supply (or rarely used), 
where house builders can seem reluctant 
to invest in better places (and in many 

cases, even more reluctant to design for 
the place, rather than impose a design on 
the place)? Combine these factors with 
an industry where demand is expected 
to continue exceeding supply, and where 
basic economics tells you that this can be a 
disincentive to innovation, if not product 
development. It’s also easy to forget that 
CABE’s housing audits were of completed 
developments, places where homes had 
been successfully sold by the developer to 
the consumer. Therefore perhaps the time 
has come to focus our efforts on creating 
and nurturing a more intelligent client 
as championed by the Joseph Rowntree 
Foundation ( JRF).

The Thinking Behind ouRPlace™
In 2002, the JRF suggested that ‘the aim 
must be to create an ‘intelligent client’ not 
just a consumer of a product…they are not 
well equipped to act as ‘intelligent clients’. 
Their vision needs to be expanded… 
it needs a rethink of both the industry 
and the attitudes of the house-buying 
consumer’ (2002, p.99). Within this 
research by the JRF, Hedges and Clements 
(1994 cited in JRF, 2002, p.103) argued,

‘…public attitudes are too conditioned 
by the characteristics of the actual housing 
market for people to stand back and 
separate out the intrinsic desirability of 
ownership as such from the desirability 
conferred on it by circumstances… ‘

So, compounding the issues mentioned 
earlier, we have a consumer accustomed 
and willing to buy into places that could be 
designed much better. 

We’re now used to seeing rating 
certificates displayed on fridges and 
washing machines: at a glance the 
consumer can make a more informed 
choice. Needless to say, these products 
cost considerably less than homes, 
therefore it is somewhat ironic that the 
consumer is afforded more advice on 
household appliances than on the home 
itself. 

hoW ouRPlace™ WoRks
ourplace™ is the brand name for North 
West Leicestershire’s Design Initiative 
with the most high profile element of the 
scheme, its quality rating scheme. Our 
philosophy is simple: we believe that if 
home buyers are offered an easy way to 
identify good design (and in turn compare 
places to one another) design standards 
will be driven up by more discerning 
purchasers. 

Our simple and easy to understand 
rating system is based on the national 
Building for Life standard. Once a scheme 
has been assessed (and assuming it is 
granted planning consent) the developer is 
issued with a certificate for one of four tier 
ratings, ranging from A+ to C. 

do PosT comPleTion design 
aWaRds offeR house BuildeRs 
WhaT They Really WanT and 
need? 
Can we do more for those developers 
that lead the way and embrace the place 
making agenda? Our quality rating scheme 
seeks to encourage and reward good 
design at the time when it really matters 
to developers: when they are trying to 
sell new homes. Developers that secure a 
coveted A+ or A rated certificate not only 
get the opportunity to attend a formal 
certificate presentation with an ourplace™ 
ambassador (and the potential for some 
local publicity), but receive a certificate 
they can display with pride in their Sales 
Office. Developers are also offered to use 
the ourplace™ brand to help differentiate 
their development from their competitors. 

The primary concern for home builders 
is and will always be the activity of 
building and selling homes, whilst that of 
local authority’s is related to the wellbeing 
of its communities. If local authorities 
really want house builders to recognise the 
value and importance of urban design and 
place making, they need to appreciate that 
whilst the grant of planning consent 

is perhaps the end for them, it is just 
the start for developers. They therefore 
need to reward and encourage the more 
enlightened developers by supporting 
them in selling places of quality. 

‘i Think TheRe aRe some flaWs in 
The scheme’
We have presented the idea of ourplace™ 
to a number of local authorities and 
stakeholders across the country at a 
variety of CABE events. We’re often asked 
two particular questions: ‘Surely if the 
Council’s design initiative was really 
working, you’d never end up issuing B 
and C rated certificates’ and ‘You’ll never 
see a developer display a B or C rated 
certificate’. 

First, perhaps we need to be more 
realistic about design within the wider 
context of planning. You need only look 
at the quality of the bulk of residential 
developments that have been approved 
over the last ten years or so, to see that 
concerns about design can and have 
been outweighed by other factors. There 
are always going to be circumstances 
where despite our best efforts as urban 
designers, a planning inspector disagrees 
with us, planning committee takes a 
different view, or we simply cannot get a 
development to the standard we require; 
but the standard they do reach would not 
necessarily merit a refusal (for example, 
a scheme that is assessed as 13.5 out of 
20 under the Building for Life scheme). 
Therefore, whilst the ideal is to only issue 
A+ and A rated certificates, the reality is 
that sometimes we might need to accept 
a standard of design that is not where we 
want it to be. 

Second, all ratings are posted on 
our website www.findourplace.com. 
Additionally, if you go into any sales office 
and ask the Sales Advisor some questions 
about their development, they’ll tell you 
what you need to know and the deals 
available. But they’ll also be able to tell 
you about what their competitors are 
building, and the deals they’re offering. 
So, as part of the sales repertoire, you 
can be sure that house builders will know 
each other’s rating under ourplace™: 
the A+ and A rated developments will be 
keen to make sure you – the buyer – know 
how developments, particularly those 
with lower ratings, perform. We know 
this because we’ve developed ourplace™ 
with a focus group representing sales and 

marketing professionals with extensive 
experience in the industry. 

We also know that ourplace™ will create 
internal demand from sales and marketing 
functions within house builders on their 
planning and design teams to produce 
higher quality schemes – a valuable and 
much needed dynamic between often 
polarised departments. Interestingly, 
not one person in our focus group would 
want to market or try to sell a B or C rated 
development, particularly if there was a 
better rated development within the same 
area. 

The fuTuRe of ouRPlace™ 
ourplace™ has already been extended 
to South Derbyshire District Council 
with a number of authorities planning 
on joining the scheme during 2011. The 
scheme has been designed with simplicity 
and economy in mind to make it easy to 
roll out to other local authorities – for 
free provided they have an Accredited 
Building for Life Assessor. Once signed 
up to the scheme, the local authority 
has access to everything they will need, 
including a range of pre-designed 
marketing materials, all of which they can 
personalise with their own Council’s logo. 

House builders work across multiple 
local authority boundaries, and home 
buyers will often shop across these 
boundaries. Therefore the more local 
authorities use ourplace™, the stronger 
the scheme will become and the more 
value it will have to home buyers. 

ourplace™ is about what we can 
collectively do to find a way of getting 
everyone enthusiastic about the 
creation of well-designed homes and 
neighbourhoods. Councillors want to see 
better designed places. House builders 
want to built and sell homes. Home buyers 
want to buy places that meet their needs. 
ourplace™ has the potential to work for 
everyone. •

↙ Cover of our place™ 
brochure Courtesy Marcus 
Holdsworth Photography

16 and above
14 or 15
10 to 13
9 and under

Very Good
Good
Average
Poor

A+
A
B
C

Number of Building for 
Life criteria met (/20)*

Building for Life band 
(anticipated)

ourplace™ rating tier

* Assessment based on evidence within the planning application

coRRelaTion BeTWeen Bfl cRiTeRia and ouRPlace™ RaTing

↓ ourplace™ promotes fit for 
purpose places
↓↓ Which is bigger, the Mini or 
the garage?
↓↓↓ ourplace™ rating used 
when advertising properties
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WesT sTReeT culTuRal quaRTeR
Swadlincote reasserts its identity with the help of conservation-led regeneration 
initiatives

Pedestrianised in the 1980s, a wall-to 
wall-carpet of concrete blocks much in 
vogue at that time, had robbed the town of 
character. A context led design approach 
now aims to bring it back. The temptation 
to simply follow current trends, such 
as shared surfaces, has been resisted 
to focus on contextual design and local 
distinctiveness.

 Through a Public Realm Master plan, a 
high quality streetscape is being created. 
The ambitious long-term proposal 
sets out to: retain a pedestrian friendly 
environment; minimise vehicle/pedestrian 
conflict; de-clutter and reintroduce 

definition to the streets and reintroduce 
locally distinctive materials to achieve a 
scheme with a timeless quality. 

Enhancement of the burgeoning West 
Street Cultural Quarter is part of the 
second phase of the plan and has produced 
a locally appropriate scheme that 
responds to modern user requirements 
and facilitates ease of movement. West 
Street has been transformed at a cost of 
£613,000 procured through the Midlands 
Highways Alliance. The works, carried 
out to an excellent standard by Tarmac 
Limited National Contracting, were 
completed on time and within budget. 

a Rich heRiTage
In its heyday Swadlincote throbbed 
with industrial activity, a landscape of 
pits, pipe works, chimneys and belching 
kilns. The clay industry encompassed 
art and domestic pottery, architectural 
and sanitary ware, the latter transported 
worldwide. Coal and clay created wealth 
but harsh working conditions and 
pollution. The industries’ decline left a 
legacy of despoiled land.

1970s land reclamation filled holes 
and greened the town backdrop. The 
subsequent town centre pedestrianisation 
and relief road removed congestion but 
also identity. Following public concern 
about vehicle/pedestrian conflict, the town 
had become increasingly cluttered with 
retrofitted bogus heritage street furniture 
to channel vehicles. 

Swadlincote’s industrial heritage 
remained tangible: Sharpe’s Pottery, a 
large former sanitary ware complex with 
kiln hovel, survived at the west end of 
town and Hepworth’s, a former pipe-
works at the east. Idiosyncratic Victorian 
and Edwardian buildings line the High 
Street between the two. It was designated 
a conservation area in 1991. In 2001 a 
Vision and Strategy set out a coordinated 
framework for future initiatives to 
enhance the town centre. Capitalising on 
Swadlincote’s heritage was central to the 
approach, which highlighted the need for 
investment in both buildings and streets. A 
heritage grant scheme started in 2001 and 
brought improvements across the town, 
particularly to shop fronts. In 2003, with 
a £1m Heritage Lottery Fund grant, the 
former Sharpe’s Pottery was reopened as a 
museum and visitor centre. In recognition 
of these achievements the Council received 
English Heritage’s regional conservation 
award in 2009. 

PuBlic Realm imPRovemenTs
The appearance of the streets was 
progressively more at odds with the 
impressive restoration as Swadlincote’s 
once obscured architectural quality 
re-emerged. In 2004 ideas for public 
realm improvements began to take shape. 
Starting with a townscape analysis, 
engagement with stakeholders and 
consultation with the wider community, 
the Council developed the concept 
plan with Martin Woolley Landscape 
Architects. Derbyshire County Council’s 
highly experienced civil engineers ably 

translated this into working designs, 
the County’s urban design officer, Adam 
Lathbury, providing expert guidance 
throughout.

In 2006 the 15-year Public Realm 
Master plan was adopted by the Council. 
The funding secured so far has come from 
the Derbyshire Economic Partnership, 
Central Government Growth Point 
Programme, Section 106 Agreement 
contributions, the Council, English 
Heritage and Derbyshire County Council.

Implementation began in 2008 
starting with modest improvements to 
Swadlincote’s eastern approach. Funding 
of £2.7m has permitted a grander scale 
for Phase 2, with the creation of a new 
public square that will open next spring. 
The West Street improvements are the 
recently completed first stage of Phase 2. 
With a close eye kept on the smallest detail 
a simple and beautifully resolved scheme 
has been realised.

qualiTy maTeRials and 
deTailing
Staffordshire blue clay pavers cover the 
footways and flow into a similar pre-
existing surface leading to and framing 
Sharpe’s Pottery. Raised pink granite kerbs 
and light grey granite channel blocks 
frame the tarmac road surface creating 
a street with a strong linear form. The 
reintroduction of a 4.1m wide carriageway 
allows vehicle segregation whilst 
maintaining wide footways. Generous level 
tables in contrasting light grey granite 
further facilitate pedestrian movements. 
The contrast and definition of the kerbs 
and channels provide clear locators for 
people with impaired sight. Kerb lines 
echo frontage lines and bring the street 
back into proportion with adjacent 
buildings. 

The identity of the street is 
strengthened with details such as internal 
radii to the ends of disabled parking 
bays and radius quadrant blocks to their 
external corners. Different paving module 
sizes, in the form of long narrow strips, 
have been used to designate seating and 
planting areas. Realigned inspection 
chambers reduce the need for cuts to 
paving materials. Signs and lines are 
reduced to a minimum. A consistent 
palette of low-key high quality street 
furniture has been used. 

At the west end of the street a large 
and clutter free ramped raised table has 

been introduced at a complex realigned 
road junction. This design reduces traffic 
speeds and liberates pedestrians allowing 
them to take their chosen desire line in 
safety and comfort. For those wanting a 
more formal crossing point there are three 
contrasting granite crossings. This feature 
along with the iconic Sharpe’s buildings 
attractively and subtly frame the gateway 
to the central core of the town. 

Sharpe’s, West Street’s cultural hub, 
continues to develop, now housing 
Swadlincote’s first Tourist Information 
Centre and being extended to improve 
refreshment and exhibition facilities. An 
assessment of the development potential 
of the wider site recently commenced.

conclusions
The Swadlincote experience has shown 
that an enduring special identity is rooted 
in the things that make a place tick and 
not something that can be grafted on. 
The design process has demonstrated the 
benefits of public sector collaboration. 
Potential conflicts have been resolved 
around the table by bringing engineering, 
urban design, conservation and planning 
skills together, building capacity for 
similar future schemes in Derbyshire. •
Commissioning Body: South Derbyshire District 
Council

↙ Before: wall to wall concrete 
block paving and street clutter
After: locally distinctive 
materials and linear street 
definition, no clutter

↓ Sharpe’s Pottery Museum 
access framed by the new 
paving
↓↓ Ramped raised table at the 
western gateway to the town 
centre
↓↓↓ In Progress: Careful setting 
out and accurate cutting 
produce quality results 
↓↓↓↓ Tarmac workers 
constructing raised crossing
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ecclesiasTical quaRTeR lighTing 
The City of Gloucester implemented a lighting strategy for the historic centre

Lighting probably isn’t the first thing, 
which springs to mind when considering 
the urban design qualities of a place. 
Maybe 99 per cent of the images in an 
architectural or urban design publication 
will be taken during the day. When you 
consider the night-time appearance of the 
same places, a very different impression 
will be perceived. The impression of 
the night-time urban landscape can be 
inspiring but it can also be grim, or just 
uninspiring. There are many opportunities 
to transform a place by focusing on the 
urban design qualities of that place with a 
number of these qualities being perceived 
differently depending on the time of day.

uRBan design PRinciPles 
We became aware that the positive urban 
design elements of Gloucester, such as 
its historic landmarks, street pattern, 
key routes, edges, gateways and nodes, 
and its legibility are somewhat lost at 
night, either consumed by darkness or 
inappropriately flood-lit.

At night, parts of Gloucester are 
unattractive, uninviting and unsafe. 
This has a negative impact on the user’s 
experience of the city, which consequently 
has a negative effect upon the wider image 
of the city and its evening economy. The 
thriving and active historic centre by day, 
transforms through the evening and into 
the night, into a underused and fairly 
uninspiring environment. We realised 

that we needed to use lighting and urban 
design principles together to create a city 
that is as positive and vibrant to use and 
experience in the night as it is in the day.

This saw the creation of the Gloucester 
City Council Lighting Strategy. We wanted 
to create a strategy that does not just 
attempt to light everything, but one that 
focuses on strengthening the city centre, 
using principles of urban design. The key 
design aims of the strategy are to:
•  Promote and strengthen Gloucester’s 

local distinctiveness
•  Reduce crime and the fear of crime
•  Promote lighting as an art form within 

the city
•  Improve the urban design qualities of 

the city 
•   Ensure that lighting schemes are 

sustainable

It is hoped that this will contribute to 
creating a more positive, sustainable, 
legible and inclusive place for all users of 
the city, day and night. 

The PRocess
During the last two years, we have started 
to implement the Lighting Strategy by 
lighting a number of historic structures, 
including a range of both listed buildings 
and Scheduled Monuments, in various 
parts of the city centre. These structures 
were chosen because of the quality they 

bring to the urban environment and their 
position as landmarks, some of which are 
on key routes.

Advice contained with the lighting 
strategy set out a clear approach to the 
provision of the initial lighting projects.

‘…through experience, the consultants 
have learnt that it is important, in terms 
of public visibility, to achieve a ‘critical 
mass’ of lighting projects in the first two 
years. The effect of this early impact is to 
raise the policy profile of the strategy and 
to sustain and draw in future funding. It 
is doubly effective if such projects have 
some kind of thematic or geographical 
connection.’ Lighting Strategy document 
p.30.

As such, the majority of the completed 
projects are located within a distinct 
area, with a distinct theme. The schemes 
are located within the area surrounding 
the Cathedral. This area has been loosely 
termed the Ecclesiastical Quarter, given 
it contains many existing and former 
historic structures of an ecclesiastical 
nature, with the cathedral at its heart. A 
combination of practical and technical 
lighting principles, with urban design 
principles, was considered the best way 
forward.

A team led by Nigel Parry of Balfour 
Beatty undertook the design of the 
individual lighting schemes. They were 
able to successfully design schemes that 
were relevant to each of the monuments 
and their settings. In particular the 
historical significance and existing 
composition of each structure had an 
important influence on each design. Each 
structure was positioned either along a key 
route or at a highly visible junction point.

The three completed schemes which 
make up part of the Ecclesiastical Quarter 
lighting area include the remains of St 
Oswald’s Priory (dated c900, Grade 1 
listed and Scheduled Monument), The 
Infirmary Arcade (dated early C13, Grade 
1 listed and Scheduled Monument) and 
Bishop Hooper’s Monument (Built 1861-
1863 to commemorate Bishop Hooper on 
the site where he was burnt at the stake 
in 1555, Grade 2 listed). The sequence of 
these historic structures was important 
to consider with a secondary function of 
providing a new tour route. The sequence 
of markers through the historic central 
area of Gloucester provides a visual 
and physical link between the modern 
inner ring road, and the cathedral itself. 

The idea of drawing people around the 
area was appealing, given many tourists 
and residents alike would only visit the 
cathedral, rather than experiencing the 
wider historic area.

St. Oswald’s Priory (remains) are 
positioned by the inner ring road and are 
highly visible from this main route around 
the centre. From this site, the cathedral 
tower can be clearly seen and acts as 
a marker towards the centre. Bishop 
Hooper’s Monument acts as a landmark 
on the journey towards the cathedral and 
precincts and can be clearly seen from 
within the precincts area. This lighting 
scheme acts as a link between the two 
distinct areas. Once inside the precincts, 
the re-lit cathedral tower is clearly seen, 
with the Infirmary Arcade structure 
prominent adjacent to the cathedral.

The intention is to complete the various 
lighting projects within the Ecclesiastical 
Quarter area and to complete the joining 
up process, principally the re-lighting of 
the route around the cathedral.

lessons leaRned
The night-time appearance of a place 
needs to be fully considered at all stages of 
the design and planning process. Lighting 
key monuments and routes takes a lot of 
time, organisation and funding, but the 
enhancement to the urban design qualities 
of a place is well worth the effort. 

In order to make lighting effective and 
sustainable, the choice of what to light 
needs to be led by an understanding of 
the urban design qualities of a place. It is 
not necessary or sustainable to light the 
majority of even the historic or special 
architectural features in an area, but even 
small changes can make a big difference, 
if they embrace and enhance the urban 
qualities of that place.

It is important to identify the most 
effective structures to light, through 
an analysis of development uses and 
patterns (including historic or prominent 
structures), movement hierarchies and 
activity nodes. To be effective, lighting 
needs to be focused in areas of existing 
activity or interest. In the case of 
Gloucester, this was the cathedral, being 
the most visited building in the city, also 
being adjacent to the urban areas most 
important historic buildings, monuments 
and spaces. 

Future work will centre around the 
Gate Streets, which date back to the 

original Roman settlement (Circa 86 A.D.) 
and offer many retail functions. This 
investment is linked to the high activity 
levels provided by visitors and residents, 
and will hopefully have a positive impact 
on the city.

There is much more to be done but we 
are well on our way to achieving many 
of the short-term aims of the Lighting 
Strategy. •

↙ St. Oswald’s Priory lighting 
↘ Bishop Hooper monument
↓ Three details of St. Oswald’s 
Infirmary Arcade lighting scheme


