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Housing units
Tenure mix

Other uses and
infrastructure

Local authority

English Indices
of Deprivation

Design team

Development
consortium

Timeline

Design audit score

Area type

Region

175
100% affordable extra care (social rent and shared ownership)

communal facilities (gym, GP surgery room, salon, village hall, resident
lounge, craft studio, IT suite, restaurant)

City of Stoke-on-Trent

Local Authority rank: 15
LSOA decile: 1

PRP

Stoke-on-Trent City Council and Sapphire Consortium (Your Housing
Group, Eric Wright Group, Kajima Partnerships Ltd)

2011 Official Journal of the European Union (OJEU) Notice published,
2013 Contract awarded to Sapphire Consortium, 2014 Planning
permission granted, 2016 Project completed

86% 'very good'
Suburban

West Midlands
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Figure 1: Oak Priory, showing the apartments in their setting with heavily landscaped communal gardens

Design vision and leadership

Oak Priory is the largest of the three retirement vil-
lages developed under an Extra Care public private
partnership between Stoke-on-Trent Council and the
Sapphire Consortium, a consortium of construction,
housing, facilities management, property development
and design professionals. The site sits centrally within
alarger estate of mainly social rented dwellings in a
very deprived area of the city. The site formally housed
disused sports pitches which, as part of the develop-
ment, have been re-provided elsewhere in the city. The
development was commissioned to meet the author-
ity’s strategic objective of fostering independence
amongst older residents in an enhanced social setting.
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The Council's vision, as articulated in their tender
brief, was for the development to become a com-
munity resource for the wider Abbey Hulton neigh-
bourhood through the provision of shared facilities.
Reflecting this, Oak Priory is based on the concept

of a‘village square’, which provides a series of high-
quality outdoor spaces for the public as well as private
amenity space for residents. The project features two
inter-connected blocks that enclose and define a
public square in front of the main entrance and wrap
around private courtyards. Making use of the sloping
site, the southern block is reduced to two storeys in
height on its eastern boundary, minimising the impact
of the development on surrounding properties while
elsewhere the blocks are three storeys. A car parking
area, primarily for visitors, is located at the west of
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Figure 2: Section showing the linked blocks with the communal facilities off the atrium in the northern block (left side) (PRP)

the site, helping to reduce its visual prominence and
the impact on the remainder of the site which is car
free. A visually prominent main entrance leads into a
triple height atrium in the larger northern block which
forms the principal access to the communal facili-
ties located there (Figure 2). The northern block also
encloses a formal courtyard and contains the village
hall and other communal spaces that can spill out
into the space and enable a range of activities. The
southern block is open ended allowing sunlight into
the residents' garden and associated growing areas.
It also includes several elements of residential com-
munal space encouraging residents to move between
the two blocks (Figure 3).

PRP Architects has extensive experience in designing
later living and care homes, grounded in research

and the production of design guides with a focus

on specialist accommodation for the elderly. This
includes the HAPPI Report, which considers how best
to address the challenge of providing homes that meet
the needs and aspirations of older people, setting out
ten key design elements. These principles, alongside
the range of standard layouts and design templates
that the practice has developed over the years along
with other housing typologies, are used by PRP to

vet their new designs, helping to ensure consistent
design quality. During the initial design stage, the
design team also consulted with a range of expert
agencies such as Age UK, and other local advocacy
groups and individuals, including local occupational
therapists and the Council’s Adult Social Care service
providers. This ensured the design of the project, and
notably the internal and external layouts and detailed
finishes, adequately served the care teams working
within it, as well as the residents.

While the tender process was led by the Council, with
their vision firmly locked into the tender documents,
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once awarded the driving force behind the project
shifted to the development consortium. Throughout,
working relationships were good, including with Eric
Wright Partnerships, the contractor responsible for
building the development. All parties bought into the
aspiration to achieve a high quality development and
given that the consortium would also have 25 years
management responsibility for the project, there was
a willingness to consider long-term value as well as
short-term costs, such as in the selection of more
robust finishes.

Proactive planning

The City Council prepared planning briefs to guide
future developers of the three retirement village

sites. These set out the Council’s broad intentions as
well as more detailed design expectations relating

to access, density, and massing. In the case of Oak
Priory, the planning brief envisioned the provision of
approximately 177 units made up of a mix of one and
two bed self-contained flats, and the need to consider
the local traffic impact, including on the parking

and amenity space enjoyed by residents. The plan-
ning brief drew developers’ attention to the design
standards set out in the City Plan and associated
supplementary planning guidance: Design Strategy
for the Built Environment and emphasised how the
development would reduce the opportunity for crime,
with specific reference to perimeter treatments,
access control to buildings, and vehicle security.

For the design team, the planning briefs were detailed
enough so that they felt “we weren’t starting from
scratch” Instead, “they helped our design solutions
to be realised much sooner than if we had a brief

that was open-ended on design”. The project was
also expected to achieve BREEAM Excellent, and the
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Figure 3: Block layout showing the division between public areas (in the centre and around the periphery) and private areas (in the court-
yards) (PRP)

authority used the mandatory performance targets
associated with this tool, alongside their brief, to
monitor achievement of quality.

The community voice

To prepare the planning brief for the site, the Council
conducted informal consultations with a range of key
stakeholders, statutory consultees, and community
representatives, including the Abbey Hulton Suburban
Steering Group and the Abbey Hulton Area Imple-
mentation Team. Comments from this stage of the
consultation informed the evolving Planning Brief and
fed directly into the development of Sapphire’s design
proposals as they were unable to directly engage with
and seek the views of the local community during the
tender process itself.
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As part of the subsequent planning process, the
project team held a series of consultation days for
local residents to view the proposals and comment on
the emerging design. This provided an opportunity for
the community to engage with the project at an early
stage before key design decisions had been fixed. As a
by-product this helped to ease the subsequent plan-
ning process while focussing wider community atten-
tion on the shared facilities that would be provided.

Affording design quality

The public private partnership at Oak Priory used a
PFI (Private Finance Initiative) procurement mecha-
nism to deliver the project. PFIs were used in the UK
between 1992 and 2018 and involved the public sec-
tor contracting out to private firms to complete and
manage public assets for a fixed period, ensuring the
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deferral of costs which were instead paid back as a
fee (including profit) over the lifespan of the contract,
typically 25 years. Primary funding for the project was
provided by Aviva with sub debt taken by Kajima Part-
nerships, Eric Wright Partnerships and Your Housing
Group. As the land was owned by the Council, land
value was not part of the project economics.

While the use of PFls has been controversial, in Stoke-
on-Trent they provided the opportunity to consider
in parallel the long-term management of assets and
service delivery to residents, along with both capital
investment and lifecycle costs. For the consortium,
there was also the advantage that having both the
construction and facilities management functions
located in a single company simplified the report-
ing and repairs process following completion. Itis
therefore expected to save money, leading to more
resources to deliver a high-quality product to begin
with.

The consortium also employed a series of strategies
to support both a holistic design approach and deliver
an affordable solution, including: taking advantage

of standard products and components and keeping
bespoke components to a minimum; “involving the
supply chain early to benefit from their knowledge and
experience from the outset, particularly in the area of
energy efficiency”; supporting volume delivery across
multiple sites that benefit from economies of scale

in procurement and the national buying power of the
construction partners. While PFl as a procurement
vehicle has now been withdrawn, the advantages and
strategies of successful PFI might be replicated in
other public private partnership models.

Despite the long-term perspective, there were
instances where value engineering was necessary to
“meet the contractor halfway”. A more expensive brick
was not used as widely as originally specified in the
design, and in the internal courtyards, panels of ren-
der were used instead of brickwork. There were also

a number of chimneys in the original design that the
design team wished to use for ventilation, but when
this function was designed out the chimneys became
merely decorative, and some were removed from the
design. Despite the compromises, overall, the design
team were happy with the results “having chosen
where to fight our battles” to preserve the critical
elements of design quality. This extended to careful
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selection of materials to reduce the need for on-going
and costly maintenance.

Design quality was further ensured as the tender

bid required the design team to provide a full NBS
specification which meant that many of the materi-
als and products were named, and it was difficult

for the contractor to change the specification and
opt for cheaper products, including the zinc roof
which had been locked-in by the design team. When
the construction of the project was completed, the
Council granted a lease to Your Housing Group to act
as Landlord on behalf of Sapphire Consortium and to
provide housing management services to Sapphire for
the remainder of the 25-year leasehold period. Eric
Wright Facilities Management will be responsible for
building maintenance; cleaning & waste manage-
ment; environmental and energy management; and
grounds maintenance and horticulture.

The regulatory and delivery journey

As the project was part of a larger initiative under-
taken by the Council, it was developed through a pro-
cess of ‘competitive dialogue’ and staged submissions
that provided regular opportunities for officers to pass
comment on all aspects of the evolving design across
the pre-application stage. The competitive dialogue
was led by the authority’s PFl team that included
technical advisers, architectural support, develop-
ment officers (both planning and highways), as well
as urban design advisers. Regular pre-application
meetings thus enabled specialist reports to be com-
missioned to support the process and ultimately the
planning application.

Because officers had been engaged throughout the
tender stage, when the Sapphire Consortium became
the preferred bidder, the detailed design proposals
were the ones submitted in the planning application
which received unanimous support from members

of the Planning Committee. The development was
declared an exemplar for joint public / private sector
delivery of a high-quality development at the national
Housing Design Awards. The consistency in approach
by the Council was further guaranteed through a
single officer appointed to lead on both planning and
highways matters for the project, and to coordinate
inputs from across those two regulatory domains.
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Figure 4: Oak Priory, aerial view, showing how the development has been able to tuck into a backland area and use its form to establish a
genuine new community (Google Maps 2024)

Sapphire also adopted a similar approach with a
single design lead taking overall responsibility for all
aspects of the project.

Outcomes

Oak Priory’s high design quality is not only manifest in
its external appearance but also in the richness of its
internal spaces and landscape (Figure 4). The project
has been well received by the local community, with
the communal facilities turning the project into a
community hub for the area. As a member of the
design team vividly described it: “I am most proud of
playing a small part in the new legacy that was cre-
ated for the area. | had the pleasure of meeting some
of the residents a few months after the building had
been handed over and was touched to hear of their
stories about how they had been living in isolation in
poorly maintained properties cut off from the com-
munity and had moved to a place where there was
joy and laughter, a place where friendships and social
activities were in abundance. Once more they felt safe
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and looked after, not only by the care teams but by the
other residents”.

Throughout the process the team at Stoke-on-Trent
City Council worked well with the development
consortium and within both teams a shared sense of
purpose has delivered a project with clear place value
and a design audit score of 86% (‘very good’). The
project was one of four that scored particularly highly
in the Healthy Homes review, benefitting from the
desire to meet the Code for Sustainable Homes Level
4 and the application of the BREEAM Multi-residential
standard, that covered, amongst other things, stretch-
ing standards for water quality, air, noise and light
pollution, thermal comfort, and carbon reduction. The
project won an LABC Building Excellence Award and
was shortlisted for the RICS Awards (residential, West
Midlands) and national Housing Design Awards.



