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140 completed by March 2024 (of a planned total of 367 units)

79% private, 21% affordable rent

Offices, public open space, canal side access and tow path  

Leicester City Council

Local authority rank: 22 
LSOA decile: 4

Alan Baxter Associates (outline planning application and 
supplementary planning document), BM3 (reserved matters planning 
application)

Keepmoat 

 2015 Council Local Growth Funding, Outline planning application 
approved, 2016 Keepmoat selected as preferred development partner, 
Compulsory Purchase Order published, 2020 reserved matters 
planning application approved, 2024 on site

71% ‘good’
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Figure 1: Leicester Waterside, showing the new housing in its waterfront setting and defining streets connecting the development to the city 
centre

Design vision and leadership 

Leicester Waterside is located to the northwest of the 
city centre on the River Soar and the Grand Union 
Canal.  The area is in transition from its industrial 
past when it was largely occupied by industrial sheds 
but also by some nationally designated heritage 
assets and locally listed buildings and structures.  As 
the Waterside area has long been a physical barrier 
between the city centre (to the north of the Soar) and 
the adjacent neighbourhoods (to its south), it was 
envisioned that the transformation should create a 
thriving mixed-use neighbourhood for residents and 
businesses, reconnecting Leicester to its waterfront 
through improved access and connectivity, conserving 

natural habitats, and celebrating its architectural and 
archaeological heritage.  
 
The larger comprehensive regeneration was initially 
catalysed by the refurbishment of the nearby Friars 
Mill.  Finished in 2015, this initial project turned a der-
elict mill into a managed workspace and gave some 
confidence that this economically stagnant area could 
attract further private sector investment.  The Council 
commissioned Alan Baxter Associates to make initial 
development proposals and take the larger regenera-
tion project to outline planning application stage, 
before initiating Compulsory Purchase Order proceed-
ings to compile the land and launching a search for 
a private development partner to deliver phase 1.  
In 2016 Keepmoat became the Council’s preferred 
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The SPD was subsequently used to guide the devel-
opment of a design code that was included in the 
reserved matters planning application, setting out 
design parameters specifically for Phase 1 of the 
regeneration.  In this way it was intended to provide 
a strong spatial vision for the area, or, as one council 
officer put it, “if it was just words, I don’t think it 
would be as useful”. The design code took the general 
guidance further, but instead of concentrating on 
architectural design, a strong emphasis was placed 
on connections, movement, green infrastructure and 
street design that ultimately all contributed to positive 
placemaking.  More specifically, key design principles 
included a clear grid structure softened around Soar 
Island; building form defining the proposed blocks; 
a range of spaces punctuating the site, opening up 
views across the water; pedestrian and cycle routes 
enabling good connections to the city centre; and key 
frontages addressing important spaces, corners and 
views (Figure 4).  Together the range of policies and 
guidance helped to ensure the vision for the waterside 
was maintained and all stakeholders were aligned to 
the vision in their conversations.  

development partner following a design competition 
to assess the quality of proposals alongside a financial 
offer.  In the words of a council officer, they “offered a 
pitch at the right level of design quality”.  
 
The resulting masterplan for Phase 1, developed by 
BM3 Architects, sought to deliver commercial office 
space (along the A50 arterial road), a new public 
realm, highway connectivity and access between 
the city centre and the waterside, enhancement to 
biodiversity and heritage, and a mix of affordable and 
market housing.  The masterplan (Figure 2) included 
an aspiration to distribute different housing types 
across the area with dwellings that offered some 
individuality expressed in a distinctive architectural 
character that offered a sympathetic form and materi-
als, using a contemporary architectural language (Fig-
ure 3).  These were to be set within a connected street 
grid accommodating both integrated rear car parking 
courts, some on-street parking mitigated by street 
trees, a new public open space to provide a focus for 
the neighbourhood and an active frontage along the 
renewed canal path.

Proactive planning 

The journey to produce a masterplan had begun 
some time before.  In 2002, the Leicester Regenera-
tion Company (a partnership between Leicester City 
Council, the East Midlands Development Agency 
and English Partnerships) prepared the Leicester 
Regeneration Masterplan, in which the Waterside 
was designated as one of five key regeneration areas.  
This was reflected in the City of Leicester Local Plan 
(adopted in 2006) that identified the river and the 
canal as a major opportunity for residential-led mixed 
use development.  The 2014 Adopted Core Strategy 
reiterated the designation and further specified that 
“good quality design is central to the creation of 
attractive, successful and sustainable places”, not 
least through responding positively to its surround-
ings.  In 2015 the Leicester Waterside Supplementary 
Planning Document was prepared by Alan Baxter 
Associates and adopted, setting out key principles 
in a spatial framework for the entire Waterside area 
with detailed proposals for land use, building heights, 
housing types, views, heritage and regeneration, 
green infrastructure, transport, and creating six  
character areas. 

Figure 2: Phase 1 site strategy showing the key townscape qualities 
delivered by the masterplan (BM3 Architects)
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developed through a collaborative design process, led 
by Alan Baxter Associates
 
Following the project, the new community will have 
an ongoing role in the management of private parking 
courts and public open spaces through a manage-
ment company set up by the developer, Keepmoat.  All 
the roads and footpaths are adopted by the Council as 
well as the canal tow path. 
 

Affording design quality  

Delivery of Leicester Waterside was helped by “the 
aligning of the stars”, as one council officer put it, with 
strong local political support and leadership from 
the then City Mayor, the commitment of the profes-
sional team to bring forward the project, a favourable 
local and national policy context, and the necessary 
public funding to get the project off the ground.  This 
began with funding from the European Regional 
Development Fund to help refurbish the listed Friars 
Mill into a business hub. In 2015, the Leicester and 

The community voice 

The industrial nature of the site, sandwiched between 
the river and the edge of the city centre meant that 
there was no community apart from the existing 
businesses that had to be relocated. As part of the 
compulsory purchase of the land, the Council put in a 
lot of work to understand the needs of the businesses 
and worked with them as pragmatically as possible to 
assist them in relocating.  

Consultation on the draft Leicester Waterside Supple-
mentary Planning Document nevertheless included 
public meetings and drop-in sessions, distribu-
tion of consultation leaflets, press releases, email 
notifications to known interested parties (including 
landowner and developer contacts), an online ques-
tionnaire, and a social media campaign.  This ran 
alongside a series of half-day design workshops and 
meetings with key officers from Leicester City Council 
and other stakeholders, with the outline planning 
design proposals for the larger regeneration area 

Figure 3: Proposed elevations encompassing a set of house types developed specifically for the locality (BM3 Architects)
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re-coup a sizeable portion of its capital outlay on 
the sale of the land but it is not a requirement that 
the total level of expenditure is recovered”, since the 
Council recognised that “this is an investment in a 
key strategic site which will bring long term economic, 
social and environmental benefits to the area and act 
as a catalyst for further development”.  In fact, by 2024 
the full £11 million land cost had already been re-paid.  
Other public investment that will benefit the Water-
side includes funding from the Leicester North West 
Transport Scheme (£20m) for work on the A50 and 
A6 corridors, the Connecting Leicester programme for 
City Centre public realm improvements (£15m) to help 
link the Waterside to the city centre, and the River 
Soar and Grand Union Canal access improvement 
project (£7m) that will create and enhance cycle and 
pedestrian links along the waterways.  With additional 
funding from Homes England, the project could 
deliver twenty more affordable units than specified in 
the planning approval. 

From the private sector perspective, Keepmoat were 
expected to make an initial investment of £45 million 
into the scheme from private sources, but when the 
project came forward there was little comparable 
development in its vicinity. Keepmoat then found it 
challenging to find comparables against which to 

Leicestershire Enterprise Partnership secured £20 
million of funding from Central Government through 
the Local Growth Fund for housing in phase 1 of the 
regeneration.  £9.2 million was initially released to 
fund the compulsory purchase of 17 acres of land 
for the housing project, with the remaining funds 
released over the next few years to clear and prepare 
the land, relocate businesses and deliver infrastruc-
ture.  This was a necessary public sector investment 
given the significant complexity of the ownerships on 
the site and the resulting inability of the private sector 
to bring the project forward on its own.  In fact, the 
Council were able to assemble the land quickly allow-
ing the development to proceed at pace.

This phased funding gave the Council the time and 
flexibility it needed to properly conduct the necessary 
work to bring the site forward in a coherent manner.  In 
addition, the Council committed a further £5m of its 
own resources alongside the projected land receipts 
from the sale of the phase 1 land and the adjoining 
Friars Mill development and made available a further 
£21 million from its corporate resources to underwrite 
the scheme.

As stated in the Compulsory Purchase Order State-
ment of Reasons, the Council was “expected to 

Figure 4: Phase one key design parameters contained in the site design code: left to right - land use, scale and massing, street hierarchy, key 
streets and spaces, and key design moves.
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compromises which have later been regretted, but 
both parties recognise the need to continuously work 
together in a pragmatic way.  This involves balanc-
ing the private partner’s financial bottom-line with 
the desire to deliver a high quality scheme that, so 
far, has exceeded economic expectations with the 
profits being shared with the Council via an overage 
agreement.  

The regulatory and delivery journey  

Officers noted that the detailed planning framework, 
notably the Leicester Waterside Supplementary 
Planning Document had been particularly useful in 
helping to safeguard the ambitions for a high qual-
ity development and had been used by the Council 
team to support refusals on a number of occasions in 
the larger regeneration area.  External design review 
was not used for this project as it was not deemed 

make a valuation to borrow the funding it required.  
Keepmoat recognised these challenges, compounded 
by ongoing difficulties with rising build costs, and 
accepted the need to gradually create their own 
market and get returns over the planned three phases 
of the project.  A recent sale of 60 units directly to 
Citra Living for the private rental market has assisted 
Keepmoat’s cash flow and helped to further de-risk 
the project.

The Council have been willing to approach the 
scheme’s economic viability through in-depth and 
honest conversations with their development partner.  
For example, when the developer was thinking about 
cutting down on bespoke products in the scheme, 
the council team tried to work with them to figure 
out how best to use some of the bespoke products 
in the key streets and spaces, considering both the 
location and realisation of the townscape vision.  The 
discussions have been hard at times and have led to 

Figure 5: Leicester Waterside, aerial view showing the redevelopment in progress with the first terraces of homes to the bottom right of the 
image on the waterfront and at the top left of the image lining a main entrance to the site from the A50, along with a new office building 
(Google Maps 2024)
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Homes principles, meeting the inclusive, accessible 
and adaptable principles by adopting Lifetime Homes 
standards, and scoring well on carbon reduction, 
water efficiency, thermal comfort in the home, and the 
mitigation of noise and light pollution.

necessary, given that the prior work largely dictated 
the key design decisions. 
 
As a unitary authority, Leicester City Council has a 
highways team under the remit of the divisional direc-
tor who also oversees the planning and regeneration 
team.  For projects like Leicester Waterside this organ-
isational structure has been advantageous in encour-
aging the different teams to come together to work 
out how to accommodate the highways and transport 
requirements within the urban design vision.  In this 
case, discussions have led to the downgrading of the 
A50 to divert the traffic away from the edge of the site 
while introducing cycle ways, bus priority lanes, and a 
new public realm. 

Outcomes 

Development is still ongoing (Figure 5) but this regen-
eration has already attracted other private investment 
into the area.  As one interviewee commented, “this 
has been a pebble, and the ripples have led to other 
developments on sites that had been literally vacant 
for 30 or 40 years, and in which people had lost 
confidence that anything would happen”.  On site, by 
March 2024, 140 units – largely family homes – had 
been completed.  A new community is expected to 
emerge, with the partnership between a proactive 
Council and a volume housebuilder delivering a high 
quality neighbourhood and homes, achieving a design 
audit score of 71% (‘good’).  Interviewees from both 
the public and private sectors all speak highly of the 
successful collaboration that has made this happen, 
and stress the importance of shared accountability to 
deliver the vision, making the most of any window of 
opportunity when it arises to create and nurture the 
momentum that in time can deliver change. 

While the project is still emerging, the dominance of 
parking and tarmac finishes in parts of the scheme 
and the absence of street trees negatively impacts 
the character of the place.  Given the scheme’s central 
location and the placemaking intentions, this might 
have been avoided. Instead, the project seems to have 
been driven by marketing judgements and compro-
mises which ultimately impacted negatively on the 
potential long-term sustainability of the scheme.  
Despite this, the project was one of the four best 
performing sites when measured against the Healthy 


