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Experiments in urban living
Roof Gardens, Manchester
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Figure 1: Roof Gardens, showing the internal courtyard and external views revealing how the scheme addresses surrounding streets and 
defines a series of high level roof terraces

Design vision and leadership

The site of the Roof Gardens sits just beyond the 
Castlefield conservation area and immediately adja-
cent to the Grade II* listed Church of St George.  The 
area had been very run-down and under-occupied 
although it had experienced a wave of transformation 
through the development of large scale apartment 
blocks and the conversion of previous industrial units 
into residential and commercial properties.  The site 
itself was vacant but had previously been used for 
housing and was last occupied by commercial and 
industrial uses. It had extant permission for 200 
apartments but this had stalled on the back of the 
2008 financial crisis.  The Roof Gardens scheme 
represented a lower density response than was 

previously envisaged, albeit still dense, largely due 
to the limitations on funding for apartment develop-
ments immediately following the financial crisis. The 
demand for family houses was believed to be more 
robust on the back of other recent developments in 
the city.
 
There was also a perceived desire for more innovative 
models of housing design in Manchester, or, as the 
project architect interpreted it, an opportunity for 
“some quite cool, trendy, innovative housing in an 
urban context”.  Given the nature of the site and the 
brief for houses rather than apartments, the design 
team sought to reinvent the city’s back-to-back hous-
ing typology (a particular interest of the practice) to 
establish a distinctive yet comfortable place to live in 
a clearly urban context.
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The proposed residential scheme aimed to create a 
unique response to its site and local context, improv-
ing the character and appearance of the conserva-
tion area and the setting of the listed church while 
responding to the need for family housing.  The project 
was based on a perimeter block layout, respecting the 
local street pattern, with three and four storey town-
houses placed next to each other and back-to-back 
on three sides, giving the impression of one larger 
building which fills the site.  Two central courtyards 
are created within the centre of the site providing 
secure private space for parking and amenity with soft 
landscape provision in the form of garden areas to the 
front of the dwellings and tree planting.

Dwellings have their own front door facing onto the 
surrounding streets and are set back from the pave-
ment behind metal railings and planting.  The height 
of the proposed development is very similar to the 
older mill buildings in the area, and each townhouse is 
finished off with its own roof terrace where privacy is 
maintained from the adjacent apartment buildings by 
the inclusion of a storey high louvred screen in Corten 
steel.  The scheme inverts the typical townhouse with 
bedrooms, garages, and a home office located on the 

lower two levels with living accommodation above 
and a roof top garden (Figure 2).  Although the inverted 
townhouse typology was unconventional, it was 
embraced by the developer and the planning authority 
who both welcomed the concept which had devel-
oped early in the design process and remained strong 
throughout, with no major changes subsequently to 
the scheme.  

The entrepreneurial developer, DeTrafford Estates, 
valued their reputation, at the time, for supporting 
innovative high-quality products, and from the outset 
they were keen to make something that stood out from 
the norm.  This chimed with the philosophy of the 
design team, who like to challenge conventions and 
work with clients who “try to create something new 
each time”.  The design team had a good relationship 
with the developer, who was commended as someone 
who “wanted to push the boundaries to create some 
innovative housing”.
 

Figure 2: Plan of the homes showing the back-to-back arrangement along three sides (Ollier Smurthwaite Architects)
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Proactive planning 

At the time of the development, Manchester had been 
on a growth path for over a decade, attracting invest-
ment and focusing on, in one interviewee’s words, 
“bringing the right people in to deliver the right build-
ings in the right places”.  Manchester was seen as a 
progressive authority with an ongoing drive for quality 
and delivery, and a willingness to think differently.  

No site-specific design guidance was available for 
the site, but policy in the local plan required that 
development in the area of St George’s Church had 
regard to its physical characteristics in order to deliver 
a high standard of design that respects the local 
historic grain, assets and quality.  While not specific 
to the area, the Guide to Development in Manchester 
(adopted 2007) was referenced by the architects to 
justify their proposals, particularly its key principles 
for urban design which are used by the council to 
evaluate successful placemaking. 
 
In 2012 Manchester was freshly out of a recession 
and developments were being welcomed by the 
Council’s regeneration team who would actively drive 
projects forward by persuading committee members 
of their merits.  The then Head of Regeneration was 
supportive of the Roof Gardens and played a key role 
promoting it, while the Head of Urban Design and 
Conservation who oversaw the urban design input for 
projects in the city centre already knew the design 
team well and respected their judgement and desire 
to deliver something exceptional.  This mutual respect 
and shared ambition enabled the scheme to progress 
with few hitches.
 

The community voice 

Although the area was run-down, it had a growing 
community with young professionals moving into 
the area from the late 1990s onwards.  By the time 
the project was conceived, this community was 
well established and did not want to move out, but 
many had a need for larger family accommodation.  
The design team engaged with the local community 
before submitting the planning application through a 
public consultation event held in 2011 to explain the 

proposed scheme to residents and businesses. The 
scheme was well received and no objections were 
raised. 
 

Affording design quality 

The project began to take shape in the economically 
challenging post-financial crisis context when the 
city was just coming out of the recession and the local 
authority was keen to see developments progress.  The 
previous developer had gone out of business, leaving 
the site available at a relatively cheap price, although 
the post-recessionary context also prevented the 
project team from considering a much larger apart-
ment building.  It was this difficult economic climate 
that represented the key driver behind the decision to 
develop townhouses instead of apartments on which 
mortgages, at the time, were difficult to obtain.  The 
low site value meant that the numbers stacked up 
more favourably for the less-dense solution. 
 
The approach adopted on the site was that mediocre 
architecture could only achieve mediocre sales values, 
whereas a premium could be achieved through excel-
lent architecture.  Economically, therefore, it made 
sense to invest in design quality that was reflected 
in the innovative typology and use of high quality 
materials designed to add value to the scheme.  Ollier 
Smurthwaite Architects are committed to this cost 
versus value approach and actively promote it to their 
clients, as well as delivering it on schemes realised 
through their own property development business. 

The Roof Gardens was developed through a dedicated 
development vehicle set up for the project but part 
of the larger DeTrafford Group, with the development 
funded through a combination of commercial loans 
and advance off-plan sales.  The scheme did not 
provide affordable housing given the high level of 
affordable housing already in the immediate area and 
the gains associated with the significant regeneration 
benefits that the scheme was envisaged to bring.  
Undoubtedly this significantly eased the viability of 
the project, which was completed in 2018, allowing 
all units to be sold prior to the pandemic and cost-
of-living crises that engulfed the parent company 
in 2023, forcing its other development vehicles into 
administration.  
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The project had originally been envisaged as part of a 
larger master plan for the entire urban block that the 
client went on to acquire.  The client’s aspiration was 
to have shared amenities for the whole community 
such as shared roof terraces with residents having 
access to all buildings and their varied communal 
spaces.  In part, it was this long-term vision that dic-
tated the drive for quality in the Roof Gardens, as the 
first development on the block.  This contrasted with 
the more conventional design approaches taken on 
subsequent phases of the masterplan. Unfortunately, 
as an increasing number of purchasers in these sub-
sequent developments were unable to arrange loans 
and complete their purchases in the aftermath of the 
pandemic and the cost of living crisis, three other 
development vehicles in the larger Castlefield master-
plan went under, along with the parent company.

The Roof Gardens was completed and sold largely 
without compromises to its design, particularly 
regarding its external appearance, although viability 
did constrain what could be delivered on the sustain-
ability front.  Initial aspirations to use timber frame 
and air source heat pumps, for example, had to be 
abandoned, although the architect commented that 

the constrained budget and high aspirations simply 
“meant being more innovative about how to deliver 
something of quality within the resources available”.  
Since completion, and despite its challenging loca-
tion, the project has been a commercial success, 
achieving considerable uplifts in sales values over the 
years.  Those involved commented “when you get the 
product right, it becomes such an in-demand product 
that people will pay what they need to pay to get it”.

The regulatory and delivery journey 

A series of pre-application discussions were held 
with the Council prior to the submission of the 
planning application, including with design officers.  
Discussions ranged from the principle of a residential 
scheme to the detail of its design.  At these meetings 
and those held with the community, the desire for 
family housing in Manchester city centre was first 
identified and the scheme’s mix of ten different hous-
ing types now contributes significantly to supporting 
the mixed community in the area.  Meetings with 
council officers also confirmed the strategy of mixing 
industrial character with contemporary elements to 

Figure 3: Roof Gardens, aerial view showing its location adjacent to St Georges’ Church (to the left) and as part of a larger masterplan, 
including developments (at the top of the image) that later went into administration (Google Maps 2024)
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create something sympathetic but also innovative 
within the conservation area. 

These outcomes were greatly assisted by a process of 
securing planning approvals that was quick and effi-
cient, with the help of a local authority team that was 
receptive to innovation and keen to see development 
on the site.  While the project was largely realised 
as designed, the design and build contract gave the 
contractor enough flexibility to pare back some of the 
finishes.  For the design team, who had no supervisory 
function after handing over a comprehensive draw-
ings package, this was a disappointment. 
 

Outcomes

From the outset, the goal was to deliver something 
creative and innovative.  The project has generally 
been well received, winning a Manchester Society of 
Architects Design Award 2019, the Northern Design 
Award – Architectural Design Concept 2014, and 
short-listed for a national Housing Design Award.  The 
scheme provides a diverse range of house types to 
suit different needs and preferences within a unified 
but innovative approach that was able to overcome 
the viability limitations that had previously dogged 
the site and at the same time deliver something that is 
both unique and contextual (Figure 3).  

The project was designed to achieve Code for Sus-
tainable Homes Level 3, and scored well in delivering 
inclusive, accessible and adaptable internal spaces 
with good access to natural light, and particular 
attention to water efficiency.  The roof top gardens 
have been a very successful feature and are well used, 
with each family adapting them to meet their needs, 
while collectively offering each family a tranquil 
escape from the bustling city around.  Today, despite 
the sometimes challenging urban context, these 
homes are clearly in demand and help to diversify the 
social mix in one of Manchester’s most deprived urban 
wards.  Reflecting this, the scheme scored 89% (‘very 
good’) in its design audit.


