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656 completed to date (of a planned 1,400)

76% private, 24% affordable, including 9% shared ownership, 15% 
affordable rent

Open space including parks, playing areas and landscaping; non-
residential floorspace for commercial and hotel; primary school; leisure 
facilities; office space 

Medway Council

Local authority rank: 98 
LSOA decile 2

Allies and Morrison (Rochester Riverside Masterplan and Development 
Brief Final SPD), HTA (outline masterplan), BPTW (phase 1-3 detailed 
design) 

 Countryside Properties and Hyde Group with Medway Council and 
Homes England (landowners)

2004 development brief published, 2006 outline application, 2011 
phase one approved, 2014 revised masterplan and development brief, 
2018 hybrid planning application for the site, and full permission for 
phases 1, 2 and 3, by 2024 450 units completed

87% ‘very good’
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Figure 1: Rochester Riverside, showing the varied house types and their character, green and open space provision and creek landscapes

Design vision and leadership

Rochester Riverside had formerly been used for indus-
trial purposes before being cleared for redevelopment. 
The site was owned by The Homes and Communities 
Agency and Medway Council who obtained the land 
through compulsory purchase and worked together to 
decontaminate it, build flood protection infrastructure 
and (working with Network Rail) move Rochester 
railway station next to the site, making the site more 
attractive. Viability issues and the financial crisis pre-
vented an earlier attempt to develop the site, leading 
to Medway Council commissioning Allies and Morri-
son to review the masterplan in 2013 and to the pub-
lication of a new Rochester Riverside Masterplan and 

Development Brief Final SPD in 2014. Following an 
invitation to submit revised proposals for the scheme 
using the new guidelines, Countryside Properties and 
The Hyde Group were selected as the preferred devel-
opment partners with HTA appointed to prepare a new 
outline application and BTPW Architects to design 
Phases 1-3 in detail. 

The 2014 guidance envisioned strengthening links 
between the historic heart of Rochester (the high 
street) and the waterfront, thus contributing to the 
regeneration of the town. The outline masterplan 
builds on this vision to include the creation of east 
west connections, distinctive neighbourhoods, and 
a connecting neighbourhood avenue. More specifi-
cally, the masterplan proposes to establish a strong 
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through the details of seven character areas, each 
defined in a design code, for example, for the urban 
avenue, riverside, park avenue, and Stanley Wharf, 
putting streets and landscape at the heart of the 
scheme and providing a mixture of houses and apart-
ments to bring in a diverse community. 

While the outline masterplan and detailed design 
reflected the principles in the 2014 SPD, these 
evolved by “tweaking small things, to determine how 
can we improve it and create a better sense of place”. 
One of these tweaks was the positioning of landmark 
buildings and another was adjusting the phasing so 
that, rather than starting the development from the 
south end of the site, as set out in the guidance, Phase 
1 and 2 sit centrally in the site, forming a key access 
point from Rochester train station and town centre 
into Rochester Riverside. This change enables the 
introduction of commercial uses to the centre of the 
site ahead of further residential development and the 
creation of a sense of place. 

Over the years, Medway Council and Homes England 
have been key drivers for the scheme and have been 
fully invested in it, with quality seen as “of absolutely 
paramount importance”. Their commitment allowed 
the project team to design and deliver the project at 
pace with Medway Council holding monthly steering 
group meetings with the project team to address 
issues that arise and which also help to continuously 
build trust across the public and private partners. As 
the landowners, Medway Council and Homes England 
are also able to exert some control to push for higher 
design quality. Countryside have also committed to 
the vision for Rochester Riverside and work closely 
with Hyde Group to deliver it, including the integration 
of high quality affordable units. 

Proactive planning 

The 2014 SPD was described by one architect as “a 
good planning policy framework that puts design at 
its heart”. It does not aim to prescribe rigid guidelines 
but instead establishes a set of strategic parameters 
and illustrative guidance for future development pro-
posals with urban design fundamentals at its heart, 
including for routes and movement, open spaces, 
land uses, views and vistas, heights/scales/massing, 
development form and housing typologies, materials, 

Figure 2: design concepts – key routes, activity nodes, waterfront 
open space, green spaces, residential character areas (HTA)

urban structure and integrate the site into its wider 
context by enhancing the Riverwalk and public realm, 
including new creek landscapes, and incorporating a 
range of uses and streets with distinct characters to 
reinforce views and access to the Riverwalk (Figure 2). 
Reflecting the changing design and planning stand-
ards at the time, the revised masterplan also improved 
standards for the size and internal quality of dwellings 
and relaxed the parking requirements to encourage 
more sustainable means of travel. 

Drawing inspiration from the wider Medway area, the 
detailed proposals for Phases 1-3 sought to strike a 
balance between referencing the historic fabric of 
the town and creating something new and distinct. 
Five distinct architectural strategies relating to the 
roof forms, Rochester Wall ‘Durobrivae’, proportions 
and articulation of forms materials and details, and 
landmark buildings, were proposed to integrate the 
design with the town and river and reflect the Medway 
vernacular (Figure 3). In turn these are interpreted 
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parking, energy efficiency and renewable energy, 
and temporary and interim uses. These build on the 
2006 masterplan and associated Rochester Riverside 
Design Codes, and when they were adopted, the pro-
ject team largely followed these parameters believing 
that “it would have been remiss of us to come in and 
tear that up and start again”, given “the time invested 
in them”. 

While the evolution of the project was protracted, 
at all stages it benefitted from a clear and proactive 
public sector vision that, along with their land inter-
ests, has been used to leverage design quality in an 
economically challenging location. In the development 
team’s opinion, it was the in-depth design thought 
that had been put into the project, as reflected in the 
final masterplan, that were key to its success. For the 
Council, the layers of the design framework provide 
a ready basis against which to review the project as 
it comes forward to determine whether to press the 
developer to revise their proposals. 

The community voice 

The site has historically been isolated from the town 
centre due to the physical barrier of the railway 
line and the A2 trunk road and was therefore also 
disconnected from the existing community. This 
greatly reduced any opposition to the project but 
could nurture an “us and them” situation where the 
existing residents would not consider the newcomers 
as part of the Rochester community. For this reason, 
Medway Council encouraged Countryside to engage 
with both the local community and local councillors to 
gain a better understanding of the site and what the 
existing community felt they needed. Early member 
engagement also helped to ensure councillors fully 
understood the scheme prior to its presentation to the 
planning committee. 

The design team held two public exhibitions display-
ing the development proposals to local residents and 

Figure 3: Five design strategies: roof strategy, Rochester Wall ‘Durobrivae‘, proportions and articulation, materials and details, landmark 
buildings (HTA & BPTW)
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interested parties. The first provided an opportunity 
for residents to view the initial masterplan and 
comment on early ideas prior to revisions and more 
detailed design work taking place. The second dis-
played the more detailed designs before moving them 
forward to planning submission. In addition, Medway 
councillors attended a walkabout around Rochester 
town centre with representatives from the project 
team which allowed members to identify spatial, 
landscaping and built form elements that they wished 
to see reflected in the project. 
 
To give existing residents a stronger sense that this 
was an integral part of the town, Medway Council 
required early delivery of key non-residential uses 
such as a hotel and retail, while the Riverside walk 
around the site was opened to the public. Working 
with Network Rail, they required the development 
team to build an underpass, providing a pedestrian 
link from Rochester Riverside under the railway to the 
station on the other side of the railway line, and from 
there to the town centre. The delivery of a primary 
school on the site was also important as it catered for 
the needs of both the new and existing communities, 
again helping to bring them together. 

To sustain an ongoing sense of community engage-
ment, a Community Board was set up, comprised of 
representatives from Medway Council, Countryside 
and Hyde Group as well as local stakeholders and 
resident representatives. This will have long-term 
responsibility for managing the public realm and 
landscape of the scheme. The Board also administers 
a budget provided by Countryside for local community 
projects. The estate management arm of Hyde Group 
manages the affordable housing elements of the 
estate and seeks residents’ input about this. 

Affording design quality 

The expectations of the public sector partners were 
reinforced through the initial tendering process, with 
Medway Council evaluating the competitive tenders 
based on design quality alongside price. Countryside 
was not the leading developer at the start of the pro-
cess, but after the Council challenged them to do bet-
ter on design they took a step back and worked hard 
to improve the quality of their proposals. Soon after, 
Countryside became the lead development partner.

Helping the project’s viability was the receipt of a 
Growing Places central government loan from the 
South East Local Economic Partnership to the tune 
of £4.4 million (or around 1% of the total anticipated 
project cost), to be paid back by 2021. This was used 
to deliver key infrastructure including the construction 
of the principal access road, public space, and site 
gateways and helped to bridge the project’s antici-
pated initial low sales values. Also assisting and giving 
confidence was the development agreement between 
the developer, Medway Council, and the Homes and 
Communities Agency which fixed the initial land 
value, with land drawn down based on a viability 
model and an overage mechanism to adjust the land 
value as the economy fluctuated. 

In fact, the new houses at Rochester Riverside, close 
to the city centre and the train station, quickly stood 
out in the market, as recent decades have seen little 
development in Rochester town centre with only 
apartments being offered. Consequently, as the 
scheme progressed, a strong sense of place began 
to emerge, and property values increased, with the 
first two phases delivered as planned with no need 
to value engineer or make significant compromises to 
the project. 

More recently, rising build costs have been a chal-
lenge leading to the need to cut costs, with the Phase 
3 window and landscaping specifications cut back 
accordingly. For future phases, the project team are 
looking to be “smarter” about designing homes by 
being more efficient in the layout of homes, “without 
making it too dense”. The development team recog-
nised that they must be sensible to avoid damaging 
the reputation for quality that the scheme had won. 
As a planning officer put it, “to reduce the quality may 
be a short-term gain, but will be a long-term loss”, and 
for this reason the Council encouraged Countryside 
to maintain their quality standards despite the more 
challenging economic outlook they had been facing. 

Countryside plan to keep engaging with Medway 
Council, providing evidence in terms of the sales 
performance of different house types, while the 
Council can feed their evaluation of what new housing 
mix is needed to meet evolving local housing needs. 
Beyond the 24% affordable housing compliant figure, 
Countryside has been working to deliver additional 
units to the Hyde Group as shared ownership units, 

STORY 1
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particularly given recent hikes in mortgage rates that 
has made the sale of new homes difficult. By selling 
more units to the Hyde Group, Countryside’s cash 
flow was boosted, even if their margins were not. This 
resulted in less risk and more security of income for 
the developer. 

The regulatory and delivery journey 

A planning performance agreement between the 
Council and developer meant that the developer paid 
an additional fee to the planning department for a 
priority service. Consequently, Medway have fully 
resourced the project with experienced case officers 
and a design officer, from pre-application discussions 
onward, helping to guarantee consistency in vision 
and efficiency in the delivery of the necessary permis-
sions. For Countryside, as long as they continue to 

Figure 4: Rochester Riverside, aerial view showing the integration of the Thames-side landscape to the south of the development while 
bridging the heavy infrastructure to the north (Bing Maps 2024)

deliver a high quality scheme, they will benefit from 
the certainty that the Council would respond quickly 
and positively. 

The pre-application meetings were formative, leading 
to changes to the design of the gateway building and 
arrangement of the gateway space, to the orientation 
of blocks, and to the design of the linear park and link 
to the town centre. The proposal was subject to design 
review with the panel expressing support for the over-
all masterplan strategy but also identifying issues for 
improvement relating to the distinctive character of 
the streets and the need to better respond to the site 
and the impact on parking. The panel were particularly 
concerned that the various non-residential uses were 
too dispersed to generate sufficient footfall, leading 
to the subsequent grouping of these uses into a hub 
which helped to create a strong centre for the new 
community. 
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Medway is a unitary authority with responsibility for 
highways (as well as planning) who approached the 
scheme positively from the outset, emphasising func-
tional and safety concerns. The design team found 
it useful to get their feedback early on as part of the 
pre-application process and this early communication 
ensured that the roads would be adopted without sig-
nificant problems. The positive approach was helped 
by a single director being responsible for both plan-
ning and highways within the authority, which helped 
to avoid conflict. 

Countryside have a site management team and a 
separate quality assurance team to check and sign off 
the build quality of the project. The monthly meetings 
between the Council and the project team also help to 
monitor project delivery, while the Council’s planning 
officers are treating the project as a learning opportu-
nity, frequently going on site and discussing lessons-
learned that can be integrated into future phases. 

Outcomes 

Rochester Riverside is a project where, as one of the 
design team commented, “everything came together 
at once with everybody working on it in all the differ-
ent areas and they are really good at what they do”. 
A feature of the process has been delivery by a con-
sortium that worked well together with the scheme 
winning the Local Authority Partnership Award, a 
national Housing Design Award, and a Building for 
a Healthy Life award. While those involved feel that 
the early phases might have benefitted from more 
soft landscape and reduced parking (both leading 
to an over-provision of hard landscape), the scheme 
is marked by its quality, scoring 87% (‘very good’) in 
the design audit and largely delivering on the vision 
established in the 2014 SPD (Figure 4). The project 
delivers public open space within easy reach of the 
town centre which it has had a noticeable impact 
on, improving the commercial offer, and encouraging 
neighbouring sites to come forward for development 
as part of a wider regeneration. For residents, a strong 
emphasis on optimising natural light into buildings 
and delivering carbon reduction through imple-
menting NHER (National Home Energy Rating) and 
BREEAM EcoHomes standards, has delivered strong 
environmental performance and health supporting 
liveable buildings.

The project has successfully drawn a good propor-
tion of buyers from within Medway, with surveys 
amongst residents between 2021 and 2023 showing 
that around 90% of respondents would recommend 
Rochester Riverside to other purchasers. Helping the 
project was its marketing at a time when consumers 
were looking for larger, well-designed homes with 
outdoor space and good connections to London in 
the immediate post-pandemic period. Since then, a 
sense of community has gradually developed, with 
the communal spaces being well used for a range of 
community events, a process that has been assisted 
by the early delivery of the non-residential uses.
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