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Investing in the place
The Malings, Newcastle-upon-Tyne
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76

100% private

Three commercial units, micro-allotments, play area, public open 
space, remediation to the river wall and riverfront walk, electric 
substation 

Newcastle City Council

Local authority rank: 74 
LSOA decile: 1

Ash Sakula Architects

Carillion igloo, Newcastle City Council, Homes & Communities Agency, 
Ouseburn Trust

 2010 Developer competition to masterplan Ouseburn Valley, 2012 
planning application for The Malings site granted, 2015 completion 
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Figure 1: The Malings, showing the careful massing and five finger plan defining a series of public and private spaces

Design vision and leadership

In 2010 a developer competition was launched by 
Newcastle City Council and the Housing and Com-
munities Agency as the landowners to masterplan the 
whole of the Ouseburn Valley.  This competition was 
based on capacity proposals and design ideas with 
the winning masterplan developed collaboratively 
by Studio Egret West and Ash Sakula for developer 
Carillion igloo.  Following the win, Ash Sakula focused 
on The East Bank site, now the Malings, which was the 
first phase of the redevelopment plans for the Valley.  

Five fingers of four to six storey flats and maisonettes 
were proposed, in buildings arranged perpendicular to 

the Ouseburn River.  Features included all units having 
a front door to the street, good views of the river down 
the sloping topography, access to private open space 
either on the ground or at roof level, an intimate public 
realm with micro-allotments, and shared surface 
streets supporting a varied range of unit types (21 in 
total) in tightly knit terraces.  The concept of the five 
fingers was developed early in the design process 
aided by ongoing, informal engagement with the 
community, and discussions with the Ouseburn Trust 
(a community organisation set up to protect the inter-
ests of all stakeholders in the Ouseburn Valley).  

High density in the context of the Newcastle hous-
ing market, the intention was to support natural 
surveillance and a sense of community cohesion and 
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Proactive planning

The proposals sought to align with and enhance the 
Ouseburn’s industrial character, focusing on creating 
a new place and community.  This aligned strongly 
with the vision promoted by the Ouseburn Trust and 
the Council which focused on integration of new 
development with the existing character and uses in 
the wider area, including cultural venues (for music 
and nightlife), light industry and creative uses.  To 
articulate this, Newcastle City Council had prepared 
several planning documents for the Valley, comple-
menting the city's local plan, that together proposed 
the development of an urban village with a diverse mix 
of uses.  

These helpfully set the scene for The Malings, 
although no design code or other site-specific guid-
ance was produced.  This left a vacuum when it came 

interaction within a vibrant public realm.  Nurturing 
this, the new development was designed with low 
garden walls between houses, minimum separation 
distances between units, fuzzy borders between 
neighbours and the public realm, and a triangular 
meeting space at the centre of the scheme (Figure 2).  
As the site was in the centre of a working industrial 
area, noise emanating from surrounding businesses 
was a significant issue, and so the location, orienta-
tion and quality of the windows had to be carefully 
considered. 

While the architects were given a lot of leeway to 
develop a solution that optimised its location, Caril-
lion igloo led the overall process.  They co-ordinated 
with all the key players, including Newcastle City 
Council, the Housing and Communities Agency, and 
the Ouseburn Trust.  They led decision-making and 
were actively involved in the community engagement.  

Figure 2: Public realm layout study (Ash Sakula Architects)
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The community voice

The developer had engaged with the local community 
before winning the competition for the Malings site in 
2010 and had a sense of the community's response to 
the regeneration of the Valley.  In essence the commu-
nity were wary of new proposals that would change 
the character of the area and make it unaffordable for 
existing residents.  The community engagement was 
largely informal, with the architects travelling up from 
London and staying for periods of time in the local 
area.  They decided early on that intensive community 
engagement would be a critical aspect of the design 
process, although initiated from the explicit intention 
of aiming for high density and compactness, promot-
ing the urban village concept espoused by the council.  

The architects prepared a cardboard model to rep-
resent the original project and subsequent changes 
to it as the design progressed. This was used in order 
to gain informal feedback utilising a ‘co-production’ 
approach and recognising the co-authorship of the 
community in producing the design (Figure 3).  This 
involved taking the model on their visits and assem-
bling it in front of the community audience, including 
in the local pub.  By this means the team were able to 

to the detailed design of the project, with the architect 
struggling to deal with the authority’s standards relat-
ing to distance between buildings, parking require-
ments, noise issues, and SUDS.  They also faced a 
somewhat ‘traditional’ view of what a residential area 
should be amongst local councillors and some officers 
who felt that this development was not appropriate 
in such an urban and transitional context.  While they 
ultimately backed the proposals, the dense, compact 
urban form was clearly a departure for the council, 
while their ability to engage with the complexities of 
the area clearly suffered from austerity-related cuts 
with a resulting lack of experienced senior staff or 
capacity for proactive planning during this stage in 
the process. 

To some degree the Ouseburn Trust helped to fill the 
gap by offering unofficial pre-application advice 
based on their knowledge of the area and the commu-
nity.  Carillion Igloo also had its own Footprint design 
code that it applied to all its developments, helping to 
give a clear direction to the designers around six key 
themes: circular economy, climate, community, place, 
wellbeing and nature. 

Figure 3: Model of the scheme, here in its final form (Ash Sakula Architects)
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Post completion, a community fund has been set up, 
as part of the planning conditions, for the manage-
ment and maintenance of the public spaces on the 
site.  Residents pay a service charge into the fund and 
sit on the board which determines the work that is 
required.  The Ouseburn Trust has been helping the 
residents with this, and has a seat on the board. 

Affording design quality 

At the start of the journey, the land values in the area 
were very low, and it has been the success of The 
Malings that has led to their rapid recovery and to 
the delivery, since, of other high quality schemes that 
have benefitted from the uplift.  The Ouseburn Trust 
now feel that placemaking is firmly on the agenda, 
as is the achievement of a more balanced mix of 
tenures as market housing has become viable in an 
area formally dominated by social housing.  Like many 
of the other case studies, unaffordability was not 
the problem so much as ‘uninvestability’, until Caril-
lion Igloo took the first steps based on a community 

reflect a broad consensus of opinion in the design.
The Ouseburn Trust helped with this, organising 
several of the community events with the design team 
as well as holding their own events to educate the 
community on the design options while also helping 
them to understand how to express their views effec-
tively to the Council.  In parallel, the developer took 
part in a series of training workshops run by Northern 
Architecture focussed on Designing Ouseburn’s Future 
at which they were asked to present a ‘developer’s 
perspective’.  Ultimately a formal exhibition preceded 
the planning submission by which time it was clear 
that the design team had been responsible for a deep 
and fundamental engagement with the community 
(Figure 4).  As a planning officer put it: “there was 
collaboration with local businesses, and residents 
throughout the whole process, from the pre-app 
process right through to the planning application, all 
just to get the scheme right”.  For the architect, “there 
was a fair exchange, the community helped with their 
knowledge of the area and their aspirations so that 
the designer could produce a scheme that addressed, 
as far as possible, the goals of all the stakeholders”.

Figure 4: Formal community engagement session
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experienced, quality-focused contractor in future pro-
jects as the decision to use an inexperienced design-
build contractor ultimately resulted in compromises 
to internal finishes, landscaping, and extent of tarmac 
finishes that needed to be used in the public realm 
because of the savings that were required late in the 
procurement process.

Ultimately, despite these challenges, the project 
was a commercial success, returning a good profit to 
the developer and the Council.  As a representative 
of the developer commented: “I'm also proud of the 
money that was made out of it because we had to 
fly in the face of the advisors saying that it wouldn't 
work.  And it surpassed those expectations.  It's the 
most successful project that Igloo has ever done.  And 
it returned substantial funds to the council that they 
weren't expecting to have”. 
 

The regulatory and delivery journey

Those involved found the formal planning process a 
frustrating one.  In part this was because the Council's 
team changed over the course of their involvement, 
slowing communication and decision-making.  The 
authority’s planning policies were also unhelpful 
as they were not written for the circumstances of 
Ouseburn Valley and so obstructed more often than 
they helped. Although the planning case officer 
ultimately wrote a very supportive report for the plan-
ning committee and the scheme passed by one vote, 
the developer felt that there was “little recognition of 
how the scheme had ‘super-exceeded’ the council’s 
expectations”.  As one interviewee noted, “occasionally 
the HCA would have to come in and point out that this 
is a partnership, and Igloo is achieving good things”.  
Two formal design reviews were held, and the panel 
was supportive of the scheme, in the process offering 
a validation of the scheme’s design that the architects 
found useful.  

A particular concern of the planners was noise related 
to the presence of The Tyne pub along the river with a 
licence for outdoor music events, as well as a timber 
yard and a scrap yard nearby. The presence of these 
businesses led to extensive noise studies being under-
taken and provision of noise attenuating features in 
the construction of the residential buildings on the site 
as well as a noise management plan being developed 

engaged design-led approach.  For them it was a risk, 
but “it was a part of the city that we felt we could 
develop in terms of a good place and such that our 
investors could achieve their required returns through 
the delivery of high quality housing”.
 
But over time, increased land values may impact on 
affordability and this concerns the local authority.  
As an officer commented “it is good news to have 
increased land values but this will inevitably push 
out existing businesses and residents, changing the 
character of the neighbourhood if they do not get the 
balance right”.  So the regeneration of the area is a 
complex process where, in the future, stakeholders 
may be more at odds about the way forward. 

Making the initial viability stack up was also challeng-
ing as the developer had a difficult time establishing a 
credible sales value for the residential units to secure 
funding.  Due to the low land values and the fact that 
this was one of the first residential schemes in a 
largely industrial area, the estimated sales value of the 
homes by the developer were considered too high and 
needed re-working.  This would also have affected the 
ability of prospective residents to obtain mortgages 
if the valuations were not accepted by the industry.  
Agreeing a flexible overage (percentage of future 
profits) with the Council rather than a fixed price for 
the land as part of the partnership agreement helped 
as this meant the authority only received a return for 
investing their land in the project if a profit was made.  
From the developer’s perspective this also ensured 
the Council was focused on optimising the potential 
value of the site, as well as its quality.  

Build costs were also predicted to be high reflecting 
the bespoke nature of the scheme and the fact that 
the river wall and river walk needed to be replaced.  
While the non-standardised design was inevitable 
due to the density and nature of the site, and was 
compensated for by the numbers of units achieved 
on site, replacement of the river wall could only be 
accommodated after the Council and Housing and 
Communities Agency agreed that no affordable hous-
ing needed to be delivered on the site. 

Unhelpful was the fact that the contractor went into 
receivership, requiring a replacement to be found 
which increased both build time and cost.  Those 
involved now routinely advocate for the selection of an 
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Interviewees were disappointed with various aspects 
of the scheme relating to the prominence of hard sur-
faces, poor quality finishes and a general poor build 
quality – mainly internally.  The problems stemmed 
from the construction challenges but were also due 
to the absence of quality-focused monitoring of the 
build out.  The architects were no longer involved at 
this stage and the Council took only a minimal role.  
 

Outcomes

The Malings has developed into a small and thriving 
community and has initiated a wider regeneration, 
albeit the absence of good schools in the area has so 
far resulted in a lack of families living in the develop-
ment.  Nevertheless, the project clearly acts as a 
landmark on The Ouseburn with a strong industrial 
character and “communal space that just works really 

with the pub.  While the two yards have since relo-
cated, the issue revealed the challenges of locating 
residential uses in an area undergoing transition.

For the Highways Authority two main issues domi-
nated: proposed parking requirements and service 
vehicle access.  Initially a requirement for two spaces 
per unit was required, despite the urban nature of 
the site which would have made the desired density 
impossible to achieve.  Later, with planning officer’s 
support, this was reduced to one space with two 
on-street car club spaces. Further parking was also 
accommodated in a pre-existing small parking under-
croft on the site.  The roadways, while remaining 
private land, were designed and constructed to take 
refuse vehicles of a standard size before the local 
authority contracted out the service to a supplier with 
vehicles too large to be accommodated.  The residents 
now must pay for private bin collection. 

Figure 5: The Malings, aerial view showing the five fingers and the public realm and private gardens they define (Google Maps 2024)
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well”.  As one interviewee noted, “It was a sloping site 
that had industrial buildings on it, a scrap yard next to 
it and a timber yard next to that, and out of that piece 
of land, we've given 76 households really great homes 
and instigated the start of that bit of Newcastle being 
a really nice place to live.  That's what I'm proud of” 
(Figure 5).  Underpinning this, and the commercial 
success of the project, was its density described as 
“two and three times what we've got anywhere else, 
yet it works, it's that sort of style and it creates that 
strength of community, I think because people are 
bumping into each other all the time”.

All believe that for Newcastle, the project has set a 
new and higher bar for future developments, while the 
role the Ouseburn Trust played has helped to enhance 
its status as custodian of the area, a view reflected in 
a design audit score of 82% (‘very good’) and positive 
Healthy Homes scores in relation to access to natural 
light, water safety and efficiency, and mitigating light 
pollution.  Reflecting this, the project has won a host 
of awards, including a national Housing Design Award, 
RICS Regeneration and Residential Award, RIBA North 
East Award, Sunday Times British Homes Award, and 
a Newcastle: Lord Mayor's Design Award.  As a repre-
sentative from the Ouseburn Trust commented “we 
used to joke that Igloo had won more awards for the 
development than they built houses.  So it's certainly 
done well and we have piggybacked on its success 
in terms of promoting what we do in the Ouseburn 
Valley”.


