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TACKLING INEQUALITY IN HOUSING DESIGN QUALITY

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

105 completed to date (of a planned 1,150)
Phase 189% private, 11% affordable (20% affordable overall)

Parks, play space, canal-side walk

Medway Council

Local authority rank: 6
LSOA decile: 1

URBED masterplanners until 2012, Macreanor Lavington masterplan-
ners and shedkm architects until 2019, Glenn Howells Architects and
masterplanners from 2019, Grant Associates landscape architects

Icknield Port Loop LLP, a Joint Venture between Urban Splash and
Places for People in partnership with Birmingham City Council and the
Canal and River Trust (landowners)

2007 masterplan by Glenn Howells for developer Isis, 2011 new
masterplan and design codes by URBED for British Waterways and
the Homes and Communities Agency, 2012 outline planning consent,
2017 masterplan amended by Macreanor Lavington for Urban Splash
and Places for People and reserved matters approval for phase 1,2019
phases 1C and 2A completed, 2020-2024 planning applications sub-
mitted for subsequent phases, 2023 construction re-started

75% ‘good’
Suburban

West Midlands
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Figure 1: Port Loop Phase 1, showing the house types and the new public and communal spaces

Design vision and leadership

This ex-industrial site has a long regeneration history,
but in 2010 British Waterways and the Homes & Com-
munities Agency commissioned URBED to prepare a
masterplan with a design code for the entire site. The
masterplan emphasised the creation of a neighbour-
hood centre, provision of a public park, enhancement
of the canal environment, subdivision of the site into
four character areas, and the stitching together of

all these elements by a new public realm and street
network to link with the surroundings (Figure 2).

In 2015, a Joint Venture between Urban Splash and

Places for People won the bid to develop the site and
inherited the URBED masterplan. As the developer
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commented “some parts we liked and some we didn’t”
and so opted to test a modified set of goals through

a charette process. In this the new masterplanners

— Macreanor Lavington — along with the architects,
landscape architect, landowners, and other key stake-
holders shared their views on the potential of the site
in light of changing lifestyles, the climate crisis, new
technologies and other key issues that would impact
on how people would live in the following decades. As
a member of the design team explained: “the client
required three fundamentals that drove home that we
had to do something really unique, they wanted:

- every house and apartment to be dual aspect,

- everybody to have direct access to either green or
blue amenity, and

- everybody to have access to private amenity.
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Figure 2: Original URBED masterplan (URBED)

The key principles of a medium density family housing
scheme was still there, just refined, for example with a
new shared garden concept, and less like a traditional
suburban housing scheme” (Figure 3). This refreshed
masterplan required the design team to vary the size
and location of green spaces, increase housing den-
sity in certain areas, modify the built forms around the
edges of the site, especially fronting busy main roads,
and provide corner landmark buildings. Different
housing typologies were also envisaged, ranging from
two storey townhouses to six storey apartment blocks
as well as the integration of some of the former indus-
trial buildings for leisure and commercial functions.

From that point on, as one interviewee commented, it
“was a bit of a moving feast, with changes happening
all the time”, including a move from a 50:50 mix of
modular and traditionally constructed homes to solely
traditional when ‘House’ — the modular construction
company set up by Urban Splash — went into admin-
istration in 2022, after which Joint Venture partner,
Places for People took on a more active role. Despite
this, Urban Splash have retained its leadership role,
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driving the project forward with a changing line up of
designers and what they described as a “100% col-
laborative approach” with both the design team and
landowners.

Proactive planning

The local authority planning department have had

a long relationship with the site although they have
never produced guidance themselves for it, relying
instead on general policy in the Birmingham Develop-
ment Plan and URBED’s original masterplan and
design code. Together these provided a clear basis
for dialogue with the design team over subsequent
changes. The planners have also been cognisant of
the need to achieve a coherent regeneration of this
part of Birmingham as a whole, including neighbour-
ing sites such as Edgbaston Reservoir that Glenn
Howells have been working on.

The community voice

Prior to development, the Port Loop area had been
perceived as dangerous and uninviting for many years
so changing these perceptions was a key objective
for the developers. A community consultation event
was held in 2017 before the submission for the Phase
1 planning application, which around 200 people
attended. 100 feedback forms were completed with
largely positive comments about the proposals.

Community engagement was also handled on site by
Civic Square, a local charity that organised events at
Port Loop in the summer months, and operated the
Floating Front Room, a community space on a canal
boat located at the new South Loop Park. Engage-
ment has also been conducted online through a com-
munity WhatsApp group, newsletter and a Port Loop
website.

Post-completion, the plan is to give residents an
ongoing role in how the development is managed,
with the management company that looks after

the public realm and landscaping being run by the
residents. A Management Trust, with residents on the
board, already decides on the scheduling of events
each year, along with the allocation of funding.
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Affording design quality

The challenges of the site, economically, have been
considerable, as revealed by the failure of earlier
projects to get off the ground, including a 2007
masterplan by Glenn Howells for developer Isis which
was abandoned following the financial crisis. Urban
Splash were also impacted by the low land values

in the area, and by a general skepticism about what
could be achieved. This led to low house prices at the
start until a sufficient area of the development had
been built out, including the new park, after which
values have increased with the project receiving a
good deal of local praise relating to its placemaking,
landscaping and public realm.

Design quality sat at the heart of the bid put forward
by the Joint Venture partners to Birmingham City
Council in 2015. Putting the park in first was a stra-
tegic move to increase land values but also to signal
that this was an area in transition, with a positive
message about community and sustainability. While
the majority of the funding has come from private
sources, some support for the green infrastructure
was received from the council, the Canal and River
Trust, and the West Midlands Combined Authority.
Aloan of £7.45 million was also made to the Joint
Venture from Homes England’s Home Building Fund to
help kick start the project by supporting Phase 1 (the
first 77 homes). More recently, additional funding was
received from the West Midlands Combined Authority.
This allowed the clean-up of a further tranche of land
(E4million) and the subsequent delivery of affordable
apartments (£13million).

Given that demand for homes in the area was uncer-
tain, the release of residential units had to be handled
carefully. This strategy of delivering small parcels

of development to avoid flooding a depressed local
market and reducing prices further was deliberate.
Sticking to a strategy of delivering affordable housing
in each phase (and gradually ramping up the percent-
age) has also helped to overcome the uncertainty, as
well as delivering the objectives of Places for People
and the Council for more affordable housing. There
was also a desire to build up the community gradually
and seek to create a positive new environment, whilst
actively receiving and processing feedback.
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Figure 3: Revised masterplan for phase one showing the arrange-
ment of houses around communal private gardens and the new
South Loop Park fronting the canal (Macreanor Lavington)

To generate cash flow early on, not least to cover the
cost of the park, Phases 1 and 2 consisted of larger,
more expensive properties that sold at a higher price
point, with fewer affordable homes. Smaller (and
more affordable) units are now being designed in
Phases 3 and 4 and this will offer more choice for
residents. There will also be cost savings from repeat-
ing house types across the site, something that has
required a long-term financial perspective, although
the efficiency of delivering modular homes will no
longer be part of the picture. Indeed, a hiatus in
production following Covid indirectly led to the wind-
ing up of Urban Splash’s modular factory when the
reduced through-put from across the developer’s vari-
ous sites left the enterprise unprofitable. Following
the hiatus, the project is again underway, and seems
to be influencing the delivery of other residential sites
in the area that have benefitted from the higher land
values.

Setting the modular challenges aside, there has been
a concerted effort to continually learn from the mate-
rials and construction methods being used to find the
most cost effective and efficient way forward, while
maintaining design quality. There is also substantial
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Figure 4: Port Loop, aerial view showing Phase 1 and Phase 2a (top left) set within a larger site, much of which has been cleared for planned
future phases (Google Maps 2024)

learning that happens from phase to phase, for
example, in terms of traditional building methods
versus the Modern Methods of Construction used on
site. Typically, this has not resulted in cutting back on
specifications to cut costs, except for the roads which
were completed with larger areas of tarmac finishes
than originally envisaged to save costs.

The regulatory and delivery journey

Working relationships have been very positive, with
the planners content that the agreed masterplan and
design code provide a ‘testable framework’ to guide
the vision, rather than a fixed project which cannot
be varied. Birmingham, as a council, have long had
an interest in design quality, and resources have been
made available to deliver a supportive service from
pre-application advice onwards, although the lack of
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design review on the scheme has been considered a
major gap in their ability to provide constructive and
critical advice.

Birmingham is a unitary authority and highways col-
leagues are usually sympathetic to the aspirations

of the planners. The vision for the development is to
be as car-free as possible, although with a pragmatic
acceptance that, in its early years, the car had to

be accommodated. Adaptability has been key, with
spaces for cars capable of converting to other uses in
the future. The highways authority broadly supported
these objectives which allowed the designers to work
to the tightest possible road dimensions to slow cars
down and make the public spaces and streets as safe
for pedestrians and cyclists as possible. This also
allowed a denser urban form and saved on road space
and materials.
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Delivery against the vision has been monitored by dif-
ferent groups. The design team visits the site regularly
to prepare snagging lists while the developers and
landowners check progress at key stages. Both the
planners and the planning committee have visited to
see how the project is coming together and to under-
stand what they approved.

Outcomes

By the summer of 2024 only 105 homes had been
completed making it difficult to assess the scheme.
The communal gardens surrounded by houses on

all sides have been very successful, being car-free,
secure and well landscaped, while the houses them-
selves are creating a well ordered urban form that
gives the site a new structure, punctuated by the well
managed open space and views of the canal (Figure
4). Together these qualities account for the growing
support the scheme is receiving, although it still feels
isolated from its surrounding neighbourhoods and
infrastructure, leading to a housing audit score of 75%
(‘good’).

The aim has been to deliver liveable family homes to
high space standards, with the Healthy Homes review
revealing that each home benefits from access to
private and public external space, natural daylight in
each room, National Housing Federation space stand-
ards, home office space, home shopping delivery, and
bike storage spaces. From the developer’s perspec-
tive, the scheme has been very successful with a
number of elements working out well: “the arrange-
ment of the houses, the mews streets, the shared
gardens — all of which have really shown that you can
create cool urban homes that don't necessarily have
to have lots of wide roads and parking and little pokey
gardens. It's very compact and efficient, but you still
get all those essentials, you get space for your car,
defensible space, and space to play. The houses as
well are great in terms of the space, the quality, and
light” On the downside, those involved recognise the
need for more variety in the house types, fewer tarmac
street finishes, especially on the smaller roads, and
more cycle storage.
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