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TACKLING INEQUALITY IN HOUSING DESIGN QUALITY

Housing units 72

Tenure mix 100% private

Other uses and Communal play area / garden
infrastructure

Local authority Salford City Council

English Indices Local authority rank: 20

of Deprivation LSOA decile: 5

Design team shedkm

Development Urban Splash

consortium

Timeline 2015 planning application submitted, 2016 Planning permission

granted, 2018 project completed
Design audit score  75% ‘good’
Area type Central

Region North West
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Figure 1:Irwell Riverside, showing the use of simple two and three storey modular units to establish a series of terraces, arranged to define

the key streets and spaces of the development

Design vision and leadership

Irwell Riverside had originally accommodated fac-
tory buildings before they closed, leaving a vacant
and overgrown site on the edge of Manchester’s City
Centre but separated from it by Trinity Way, a heavily
trafficked and (in part) elevated urban highway. Urban
Splash acquired the site from Salford City Council in
2006/2007 but their original plan to develop a dense
scheme of 400 apartments stalled due to its scale
and the global financial crisis in 2008/10 that soon
engulfed the development industry. When the project
restarted in 2013, there had been an increasing
number of apartment developments built in Salford
city centre but little new family housing. This inspired
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Urban Splash to use the site to develop townhouses to
differentiate their product in the local market.

The houses at Irwell Riverside were based on the
modular Town House typology that Urban Splash,
working with architects shedkm, had experimented
with and refined successfully elsewhere, notably at
New Islington in Manchester, one of Urban Splash’s
emblematic regeneration schemes (and in the early
stages of Port Loop in Birmingham, see Story 2). The
Town House modular unit was produced in Urban
Splash’s own factory, and while a standard product, it
allowed a degree of customisation by giving purchas-
ers the freedom to choose their preferred internal
layouts, add-ons and extras such as kitchens, floor
finishes and home offices. The standardised products
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Figure 2: The vision for new homes lining the riverfront (shedkm)

were also adapted to the local context by using a
different cladding arrangement and colours between
sites.

The project aimed to take advantage of the proximity
of the River Irwell with the terraces of homes arranged
in a series of rows, each featuring a projecting balcony
and bay windows, many facing the river (Figure 2), and
each with front and rear gardens and on-plot park-
ing. The public realm was designed with generous
landscaping, shared street surfaces and high-quality
finishes to give a coherent feel to the public realm.
The site was blessed with mature trees around its
perimeter and these were retained, with additional
tree planting to enhance the internal streets in the
development. The scheme also created a new public
route through the site connecting the surrounding
housing with the river and a communal play area /
garden facing the riverside walkway for use by the
residents of the scheme.

Irwell Riverside has been primarily driven forward by

Urban Splash who made their name by generating
value in challenging urban environments through
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delivering innovative contemporary design solutions.
In the words of a planning officer, their “calling card
is their design eye”, and therefore they were trusted
to deliver a certain design standard. Although later
revised, the original plan also envisaged a second
phase of the development along the southern edge
of the site bordering Trinity Way (A6042). This envis-
aged higher modular apartment blocks using a similar
architectural language to shield the townhouses and
establish a transition in height to the much higher
apartment and office buildings on the other side

of the road (Figure 3). This part of the project was
delayed and later redesigned.

Proactive planning

Prior to the Irwell Riverside proposal, the site had
been vacant for many years and a range of proposals
had come forward, but none proved viable. The local
authority was in a responsive rather than a proactive
mode as they were unsure how the site might be
developed and had not produced any site-specific
guidance. Instead, they were looking for developers to



TACKLING INEQUALITY IN HOUSING DESIGN QUALITY

Figure 3: Original proposals showing the phase 1townhouses and phase 2 apartment buildings (shedkm)

come forward with oven-ready proposals. They were,
however, engaged in the process and open to discus-
sion with the developer through the Council’s internal
landscape and urban design teams (the latter now
disbanded in the face of austerity). For those involved,
the sense was that “success in design lies with
individuals rather than the system”, albeit corporately
there was an attempt to be robust on design quality,
including through the adoption of city-wide design
guidance as an attempt to raise the bar in Salford.

The community voice

Prior to the development, the area suffered from
problems with anti-social behaviour and vandalism,
and at the time of the planning application a Crime
Impact Statement prepared by Greater Manchester
Police highlighted much higher crime rates around
the site compared to the wider surrounding areas.
This drove a largely negative view about the area from
local residents, not helped by a degree of scepticism
about the proposals given that previous schemes had
all fallen through.

While wary of the inconvenience that development

would bring, local people were receptive to the idea of
change and welcomed the potential benefits brought
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by the development in helping to reduce anti-social
behaviour. However, given the history of failure, it
took some time to rebuild community confidence
before people started to engage with the project
more meaningfully. A public consultation event was
held on the site in 2015, and Urban Splash and the
architects were present to explain the proposals and
answer questions. The project team also continued
to consult residents after gaining planning consent,
with respondents gaining in trust because of the
continuous engagement, although this work was less
formative and more focussed on informing.

The local community was most concerned about

the riverside walkway and how the development of
the site could deliver greater surveillance. Although
the riverside walkway itself was outside the site
boundaries, the project team worked with the Council
to put in place enhancement works, including more
benches and lighting that would then be managed

by the local authority. Management fees from each
house, together with an initial pot of money invested
by Urban Splash, would provide for the ongoing
maintenance of the landscape and public realm of the
development itself, with a residential management
group responsible for organising this and for putting
on events in their own community space.
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Affording design quality

In the years running up to the completion of the
development, Salford had experienced a period of
decline, depopulation and economic stagnation, and
following the financial crisis, this manifested itself in
inferior quality development to meet housing targets.
Developments tended to be introspective, defensive
and pseudo-traditional with little focus on placemak-
ing or design quality aspiration.

However, as land values gradually picked up, officers
believed that developers started to realise that supe-
rior design could bring greater profits, a philosophy
already well understood by Urban Splash. Thus, the
economics of Irwell Riverside relied on Urban Splash’s
confidence in “creating a desirable place for buyers”
(see stories 1 & 2) to achieve the values needed for the
project to work financially. But this was “combined
with the standardisation of the houses themselves to
both reduce the costs of production and predict more
accurately the costs of development”. At the time
Urban Splash was delivering across multiple sites
simultaneously, which allowed them to invest in Mod-
ern Methods of Construction, and notably in modular
production through their own production facility.

Although the demand for houses — as opposed to
apartments — was high and it was perceived that
houses would have an advantage over apartments

in selling more quickly, the project needed a greater
density than houses alone could provide to be viable.
Phase 2 made up of apartment buildings along Trinity
Way enabled this density to be achieved but required
a new planning application when Urban Splash
formed a partnership with the Alliance Group to
deliver a hybrid scheme with modular elements. This
phase is due for completion in 2024.

In the shorter term, those involved noted the effort put
into “trying to make the budget go as far as it could
and thinking about the important things that a bit
more money could be spent on”. For example, careful
thought was given to using off-the-shelf materials

but in different ways so that the money saved could
be spent elsewhere. Value engineering, where it
occurred, was restricted to the landscape materials
rather than the houses, including the use of coloured
tarmac and resin-bonded gravel as “a step up from
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what the norm might be”, but without the expense of
laying small unit materials.

The deal negotiated with the Council for the land also
helped, with the Council agreeing to delay full pay-
ment in favour of an overage mechanism guaranteeing
a share of the profits once an agreed profit level had
been reached. This helped the development funding
but also allowed the local authority to encourage good
design in an uncertain economic environment with
the Council taking on some of the risk (and reaping
some of the rewards).

Urban Splash’s brand identity is important to them
and is closely tied to the quality delivered. As a rep-
resentative argued, they are happy to deliver “a piece
of architecture that made slightly less money” over “a
scheme that was boring and bland”. Their experience
over decades gave them the confidence to deliver
value well above that which the area had seen up to
that point. In essence they believed in the superiority
of their product in terms of design quality and sus-
tainability, and all units ended up being sold off plan.

The regulatory and delivery journey

Overall, the planning process proceeded smoothly.
Urban Splash work hard on maintaining good rela-
tionships with planning authorities, and most of their
projects have straightforward planning journeys by
aligning their proposals with the local visions for the
places where they develop. As Irwell Riverside was
quite different (less traditional) from the sorts of pro-
jects Salford was seeing at the time, the Urban Splash
proposals led to considerable debate in the planning
committee before finally winning their backing. A
highly debated issue was the proposed gating of the
project, which had been done for security reasons,
given the history of the area and on the advice of the
Police Secured by Design unit. Following a face-to-
face conversation between the Chair of the Planning
Committee and the developer, it was agreed to remove
the gates, thus opening up the scheme to public
access. Some members of the planning commit-

tee also questioned why the project was not higher
density for a city centre location with more affordable
housing but they were persuaded by the argument
that a mix of different types and tenures of housing
was needed for the city centre to be vibrant.
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Figure 4: Aerial view showing Irwell Riverside Phase 1 delivered and Phase 2 (to the left) on site and shielding the townhouses from Trinity
Way. The main public route can be seen through the centre of the scheme culminating in the small communal play area / garden next to the

river (Google Maps 2024)

The question of gating was also picked up in the
presentation to the design review panel, constituted
to consider the scheme, who were concerned about
the impact of gating on nurturing the sense of an
integrated community. On balance, support from
the design review panel was key to getting officers
and the Planning Committee on board “giving them
confidence” in their decision-making. The planning
consent also allowed for a degree of flexibility in the
build-out of the project in relation to the height of
dwellings — whether two or three storeys — to reflect
market demand and the preference of purchasers.
The permission required a minimum of 50% (36) of
the houses to be three storeys and 1500sq.ft. unless
otherwise agreed in writing by the local planning
authority. When built, 45 (of the 72) homes met this
standard.

Highways processes were straightforward because
Springfield Lane (the main access to the site) already
existed and could take additional capacity. The devel-
oper paid to help upgrade the road crossing as well as
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the subway alongside the river and under Trinity Way.
Roads within the scheme would not be adopted.

Urban Splash had both an external and internal pro-
ject management team responsible for the delivery of
the project while the architects and landscape archi-
tects were also involved in quality monitoring with
weekly site visits, reporting back to the client to flag
up issues early on. Given their emphasis on design,
the developer typically aimed to keep design teams
involved in the construction phase of developments to
“continue to bring a design judgement to the delivery
of projects”.

Outcomes

Built with very few delays and with units that sold
easily, the Irwell Riverside project was a commercial
success, establishing a new market for desirable
homes in a previously hard to develop and low value
location. While low-rise, the use of terraced housing
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on the site managed to deliver a significant density,
whilst establishing a high quality public realm and
maintaining the relationship to the green (now regen-
erated) riverside path (Figure 4). Another success

lies in building a community rather than just homes,
exemplified by the well-used communal play space

/ garden. As a developer-led scheme, the project’s
success is built on a combination of the strong brand
of Urban Splash as a stamp of quality and their will-
ingness to allow architects enough freedom to explore
innovative design solutions, in this case the potential
of modular but flexible home designs. The project
aimed to achieve Code for Sustainable Homes Level 4
and scored either a half or full point for all the interior
space related Healthy Homes criteria. It won an Off-
site Award, an RIBA North West Award, a Residential
Property Award and was shortlisted for a national
Housing Design Award.

The project scored 75% (‘good’) in its design audit.
Despite its merits, there might have been greater
variety in the streetscape design and greater attention
to the landscape and SuDS. For some households, the
amount of parking space has also proved inadequate,
with some residents trying to squeeze two cars into a
single space, in the process damaging the landscape
and giving a more car-dominated feel. Other resi-
dents have reported a lack of privacy in some parts

of the development. Both issues are a consequence
of the density that was achieved on the site which,
those involved argue, was the minimum acceptable in
such an urban environment which had excellent local
transport links.
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