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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

316 in Phase 1 (of a planned 955)
95% private, 5% affordable

Bridge over the River Aire, offices, basketball court

Leeds City Council

Local authority rank: 92
LSOA decile: 1

Nick Brown Architects (phase 1), White Arkitekter (revised Phase 1),
Citu took the design work in-house from 2020

Citu (land remediation supported by Leeds Revolving Infrastructure
Fund)

2004 CITU set up to build sustainable places, 2015 planning
application for Phase 1, 2016 planning application Phase 2, 2017
revised Phase 1 application and application for new bridge, 2018
construction began, 2019 first residents move in and application for
Phase 3 (primary school, nursery, care home, residential flats and café),
2021 planning application for phase 4.

86% ‘very good’
Inner urban

Yorkshire and The Humber
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Figure 1: Climate innovation District, showing the Secret Garden (along the canal), public spaces and Solar Avenue (the first street)

Design vision and leadership

The vision for the Climate Innovation District was
founded on addressing the climate emergency
through great placemaking and community building to
change behaviours in favour of more sustainable life-
styles, delivered through high quality, energy efficient
homes built to Passivhaus standards. The project
aims to support walking and cycling, reduce energy
use by building to higher environmental standards,
and promoting a more sustainable way of living by
experimenting with new building methods, new ways
of working, and establishing a culture of continuous
learning and improvement.

From the Council’s perspective, delivery of much
needed housing on brownfield land close to the city
centre was a priority which the project addresses
while also meeting the Council's ambitions to improve
the public realm along the river and deliver sustain-
able homes. Construction of a new bridge across the
River Aire was an important element of this which the
developer built voluntarily to connect the two parts of
the site and establish a path from Phase 1 to the city
centre.

The masterplan for Phase 1 was fixed early on, but as
the project matured, amendments to accommodate
changing societal circumstances and ambitions
were frequently made (Figure 2). The construction
of houses has also evolved, being outsourced in the
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Secret Garden

In the Secret Garden your house
overlooks the River Aire gently flowing
by. It’s a view you'll never tire of gazing
out at. Head out in the morning fora
spot of Yoga on the decking, or swap
the car for a paddle-board and head

into work on the Aire.

Solar Avenue

The vibrant vegetation of the rain
gardens and the timber decked
walkway mean this car-free
landscape maintains a sense of "’ %
urban buzz. Best of all, it opens out e

into The Green — a wide open, green B [
space peppered with trees.

Figure 2: An early version of the masterplan showing the River Aire
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bisecting the site. Phase 1 is on the east with the Secret Garden and

Solar Avenue housing and the apartment blocks behind. Phase 2, on the west, is the Clarence Road site with housing, commercial and
leisure uses. The Citu headquarters are located there, along with their factory (Citu)

beginning and latterly brought in-house to more
closely control the overall vision and costs of produc-
tion. Phase 1, for example, included houses along the
Secret Garden and Solar Avenue which are modular
and built in Citu’s own factory, while the apartment
blocks behind are now being built using traditional
construction methods rather than the timber frame
system originally proposed, a change necessitated
by changing building regulations in the aftermath of
the Grenfell disaster. The evolution of the built form
has not always been motivated by design issues, but
instead by a range of financial, regulatory and even
social factors (post-pandemic).

While such changes have been driven by external
factors, Citu’s approach has been to submit plan-
ning applications phase by phase so that learning
from one phase can inform the next, responding to
technical and material improvements, and planning

26

policy changes (Figure 3). The Council acknowledges
the rapidly changing environment for construction,
not only in terms of construction methods, materials,
changes in building regulations, interest rates affect-
ing financing and increased supply costs, but also

in post-pandemic lifestyle changes necessitating a
rethink of house designs. It has sought to work with
Citu to accommodate this.

Ultimately, the project is the brainchild of Citu’s
founders Chris Thompson and Jonathan Wilson who
had a strong vision to address inherent problems in
the construction industry, as they saw them, through
modern modular timber-framed housing. The process
has represented a steep learning curve with the team
increasingly choosing to do things themselves rather
than purchasing expertise from outside the organisa-
tion. From 20 employees in 2019, Citu now has 120,
all based on site. They work closely with Leeds City
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Figure 3: The 2015 masterplan was revised by White Arkitekter in 2017 with modifications to the housing arrangement, and articulation of
the roofscape, and an increase in height in the apartment blocks (White Arkitekter)

Council, and the West Yorkshire Combined Authority,
with the Council hoping the initiative will nudge other
developers to improve their standard house types with
a greater focus on placemaking and the zero carbon
agenda.

Proactive planning

In choosing to do things differently by proposing a
car-free eco-development using innovative technolo-
gies, materials and building techniques, Citu have
sometimes come up against policies and processes
that do not readily lend themselves to new ideas.

This has created challenges for the Council in both
understanding and approving the proposals that Citu
submits while from Citu's point of view, compliance
with planning policies has been an ongoing struggle.
Issues have focussed on:

- Car parking space, the Highways department
originally wanted one parking space per unit
which undermined the vision for a car-free devel-
opment to encourage active travel. While the early
phases met this requirement (using underground
parking), highways officers have now accepted
this part of Citu’s vision for the later phases of the
project.

- Green public space versus private amenity
space provision, which are separated in policy
with standards for each, while Citu has largely
focussed on the provision of communal open
space. While negotiations continue, the Council
is now considering an amendment to its green
space requirements for transitional areas to
deliver greater flexibility.

- Distance between building frontages, which on
Solar Avenue were proposed to be eight metres,
while the requirement in Leeds was for a 14
metre street width. Given that houses open onto
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a pedestrian walkway (rather than a road), the
council has accepted the reduced distance.

- Access roads for emergency and service vehicles,
the provision of which conflicts with the desire
to appear car free (above ground) and that
results in few roads and a predominance of green
landscape. The solution has been to build some
of the landscape zones to highway standards
in a manner that allows level access in case of
emergencies.

While this has taken much time and goodwill to nego-
tiate, the Council have tried to be accommodating

in recognition of Citu’s attempt to be innovative and
push boundaries. The Council now have a specialist
on energy and design matters that should facilitate
future negotiations that had sometimes been ham-
pered by the lack of experienced, design-oriented
planners in the authority.

The community voice

The site is in an industrial area on the edge of the city
centre and had been vacant for some time with no real
local population to engage with. Indeed, one of the
key challenges was how to change perceptions about
the area. Engagement was therefore limited to statu-
tory community engagement following each planning
application process, with each process including a
public event. Leeds Civic Trust was also consulted.

Looking forwards, as a community grows on the site,
post-occupancy surveys are being deployed to learn
from earlier phases and improve the offer for each sub-
sequent group of residents, as well as to learn whether
the development is meeting its goals of delivering
more sustainable lifestyles. These work alongside an
ongoing ‘Catalyst Programme’ to monitor how people
live in the housing and how the technology is perform-
ing, in part reflecting the fact that the experience of
the first residents was often marred by snagging prob-
lems that CITU was not always quick to rectify.

To nurture the sense of community and promote a
sense of ownership of the new neighbourhood, Citu
has set up a Community Interest Company for resi-
dents, making them shareholders in the company and
giving them control over decision-making relating to
the long-term care and maintenance of public spaces.

Residents pay into the company and decide how the
funds are spent.

Affording design quality

Citu are a private company and largely fund the
development through borrowing in the market. They
took a risk in developing in an area characterised by
low value industrial uses and infrastructure, with the
combination of low land values, low valuations from
the market, and risk averse funders, making the initial
search for funding difficult. As one interviewee noted:
“starting off, it was a risk across the board — from a
planning and a policy perspective, it was considered
a risk; from a funding perspective, it was considered

a risk; from a land contamination perspective, it was
considered arisk. So yes, it was definitely a challenge
early on”. This was alleviated, to some extent, by the
Council being pro-active in assembling the land and
in Citu receiving a loan from the Leeds Revolving
Infrastructure Fund to help with land remediation.
The very low (5%) affordable homes provision required
by the Council also assisted, although is in line with
local policy. This has been handled by granting Leeds
Community Housing (a local housing association) a
999 year lease on 16 flats pepper potted across the
development to be offered out to tenants on either a
rental or discounted equity basis.

Regarding build costs, Citu also found that their
desire to innovate in design and construction led to
substantial markups when they tried to outsource the
supply and construction, providing a motivation to
bring as many operations as possible in-house. Build
costs have also been impacted by changing construc-
tion methods in response to Grenfell, the hiatus of the
pandemic, by the inflation brought on by the Russian
invasion of Ukraine, as well as by the learning that
has been captured during the initial phases, resulting
in changes to systems and procedures. Like other
modular providers (see Story 16), Citu learned quickly
that factory-produced modular homes needed a con-
stant flow-through of units to be profitable, and with
interruption in the workflow caused by the pandemic,
later phases have also included homes built with
traditional construction methods. All the turmoil has
slowed the project and increased its cost, including
the move, from modular to traditional construction for
the larger apartment buildings.
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Figure 4: Climate Innovation District aerial view showing phase 1 on the east bank of the River Aire (Google Maps 2024)

To keep the designs as simple as possible and control
costs, there has been a continual refinement of both
the layout and the components. Having the produc-
tion facilities in-house has allowed the designs to

be tweaked more easily, although at the expense of
slowing down the construction process, and perhaps
also requiring planning approval. Council officers, for
example, noted that minor changes to the aesthetics
of the Phase 2 building facades gave them a more
industrial appearance with exposed rivets. The
Council had approved Phase 1 and had hoped that
the same designs would be used throughout the
development, maintaining this aesthetic. As an officer
commented “if we are promoting Citu as an exem-
plar of a different way of doing housing and how to
respond positively to the climate emergency, you want
to have something that you can genuinely point to
and recommend to others” Repeated changes, while
unavoidable in many circumstances, undermined, in
their eyes, that confidence.

The presence of the Climate Innovation District in the
larger Leeds South Bank Project area has undoubtedly

signalled to other developers that this former indus-
trial area is now available as a viable development
proposition, and both Citu and the Council have
noticed an increased interest in the area, although not
yet an improvement in housing design quality from
other developers. Citu has nevertheless established
a market in the area for innovative residential design
— eco-housing in a community oriented, car-free
environment — as part of a successful pitch for an
alternative way of living. The fact that Citu have sold
all their homes to date, with continued interest in
new homes as they come onto the market, has proved
that this lifestyle is attractive to home buyers, with
the RIBA Journal noting in 2023: “a sense of optimism
about living on the South Bank”

The regulatory and delivery journey

Development management has been a challenge for
both Citu and the Council. At first Citu did not attend
pre-application meetings, instead opting for ad hoc
advice on a regular basis. For the Council this was

29 STORY 4 — CLIMATE INNOVATION DISTRICT, LEEDS



TACKLING INEQUALITY IN HOUSING DESIGN QUALITY

frustrating as they felt there was a lack of strategic
and coordinated input into the way the project was
developing. More recently, Citu has begun to par-
ticipate in the pre-app process, and it is hoped that
communication will improve.

Some of the greatest problems have related to
highways matters, notably the parking spaces and
emergency vehicles access issues. While challeng-
ing, both matters were ultimately resolved with the
Highways Authority. The transitional nature of the
area, from industrial to residential has also thrown
up some concerns, regarding maintaining access for
commercial and industrial traffic while establishing a
positive pedestrian environment. These matters are
being worked out.

Monitoring of quality in delivery has largely been
entrusted to the developer that has its head offices on
site alongside most of its departments from design,

to manufacture, to construction. Thus, interviewees
comment “everyone has eyes on it”.

Outcomes

The Climate Innovation District still has a long way to
run, including building most of the non-residential
elements of the project. Housing in Phase 1, notably
the Secret Garden and Solar Avenue has nevertheless
set a high bar with a distinctive design that delivers a
high energy rating, set within a lush landscape along-
side the River Aire, and with almost no roads within
the site. The council feels that it is making a positive
contribution to this deprived area on the city’s fringe,
setting standards that can be used as an exemplar for
others to follow and greatly enhancing the riverfront
for residents and the wider public (Figure 4). Homes
are in demand — despite high interest rates impacting
on sales volumes — and this is reflected in higher than
expected prices for the Leeds market.

Reflecting this, the Climate Innovation District scored
86% (‘very good’) in its design audit and in relation to
the Healthy Homes principles, the proposal scored
well as regards access to natural light, reduction in
carbon emissions, and thermal comfort with its com-
bination of photo voltaic panels, air-tight construc-
tion, insulation, and heat recovery systems delivering
an energy requirement amounting to a small fraction

of those of traditionally built homes. The project has
consequently gathered several awards including for
its overall design — Housing Design Awards for both
Phases 1and 2, a British Homes Award, and an RTPI
Yorkshire award — and for innovations in construc-
tion, including Offsite and Susdrain awards. More
pragmatically, the fact that Citu has survived in such
a difficult economic environment is a tribute to the
vision and determination to deliver a sustainable and
resilient urban place.
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