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Building and sharing expertise  
across multiple small sites
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Sheffield Housing Company, a joint venture between Sheffield City 
Council, Keepmoat Homes and Great Places Housing Group
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Figure 1: Cutler’s View, showing the green setting in which the new homes are situated, interspersed with older homes and a varied 
topography
 

Design vision and leadership

The council has been the driving force behind the 
setup of the Sheffield Housing Company and takes 
an active role in supporting it.  The initiative had its 
roots in 2007 in a New Labour initiative to set up 
local authority housing companies as public-private 
entities to exploit public brownfield land resources 
in socially deprived areas.  While 14 councils were 
selected in this pilot programme, only three, including 
Sheffield sustained it.  In 2009 the Council requested 
bids for private sector partners to establish a 50:50 
owned joint venture and two years later Keepmoat 
Homes and Great Places Housing Group joined with 
a 15-year plan to build 2,300 new homes on cleared 
council housing land across the city.

The Sheffield Housing Company has a strong vision 
to deliver high quality, sustainable homes for sale and 
affordable rent across the city.  High quality homes 
are seen as a catalyst for long term regeneration that 
will, it is hoped, help to reinvigorate local economies.  
The company has seven sites in the Norfolk Park area, 
and one of these, Cutler’s View, was one of the first 
projects the joint venture undertook.  Leading this 
initiative, the Council believed that they had to play 
a role in housing delivery because the volume house 
builders were not stepping up to provide the type of 
houses they felt were needed in these areas of the 
city, as an officer noted: “it wasn't just about a race to 
the bottom in delivering cookie-cutter type standard 
new build, low cost housing.  It was about setting 
the standard, creating neighbourhoods and creating 
spaces that are visually attractive and very different”.  
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This perpetuated an ethos of quality that had been 
developed from 2005 onwards when, in the absence 
of funding for social housing, the Council focussed 
instead on improving public spaces and the quality of 
the public realm. 
 
The vision was to achieve a higher quality than the 
market average, including enhanced space standards 
and energy performance and an architecturally 
distinctive range of house types that could be sold in 
the open market, re-balancing the range of tenures 
in parts of the city.  At Cutler’s View this was to be 
achieved on a sloping site, built around a series of 
two storey terraces retained from the 1960s estate 
that had previously occupied the whole site and 
that had been built with little obvious relation to 
either the road form or topography.  A new crescent 
of larger detached houses and a sequence of terrace 
clusters was planned, all ringed with open space and 
woodland and connected to the surrounding roads 
infrastructure.  

Originally 116 dwellings of 2, 2 ½ and 3 storeys (Figure 
2) were envisaged, but after consideration of the cost 
of the retaining walls on the steepest sloping part of 
the site, a more compact footprint was proposed in 
an amendment to the approved scheme (Figure 3).  
An electricity sub-station that was to be relocated 
was also retained in its existing location to further cut 
costs.

The Sheffield Housing Company has autonomy in 
selecting consultants, organising project teams, 
and procurement, while being subject to the rules 
and regulations of the legal agreements, the funding 
available, and viability appraisals for its various sites.  
Keepmoat advise on buildability, technical issues 
and market considerations, but the Sheffield Hous-
ing Company draws on experience from their own 
developments to supplement this, although repeated 
changes in personnel have not helped the process.   
 

Proactive planning

The vision to utilise pockets of brownfield land across 
the city strongly reinforces the City’s strategic plan-
ning goals and is broadly supported in planning policy.  
The goal has been to spread this, and its anticipated 
regeneration benefits to different deprived neigh-
bourhoods, some of which are far more isolated than 
Cutler’s View, with different viability challenges. 

The Company’s management team receives a brief 
from the Client Team within the council for each 
phase of development, containing a landowner brief 
specifying the expected number and mix of units for 
each site, and a planning brief that specifies density 
and any other planning considerations.  In recent 
years the capacity of the Council’s planning services 
has been significantly cut back, so detailed design 
advice is rarely possible, particularly for the sorts of 
relatively small sites that the initiative specialises in 
delivering.
 

The community voice 

All the Sheffield Housing Company’s sites are on 
former council housing land that has been vacant 
for some time, typically surrounded by or containing 
pockets of (as at Cutler’s View) deprived communities.  

Figure 2: The 2012 approved site masterplan showing the main part 
of the development to the north of the existing cluster of 1960s 
housing, with a crescent of houses up the hill to the south (JTP)
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works commenced) and 2019, a year after Phase 1 
was completed.  This, they anticipate, should have a 
significant impact on future viability calculations for 
their upcoming sites, making fundraising significantly 
easier.
 
The economics of each site follows the same formula 
determined by the structure of the Joint Venture.  The 
council puts in the land while Keepmoat and Great 
Places together put in an equivalent amount of equity 
(cash).  The Sheffield Housing Company then bor-
rows any additional funds it needs to complete the 
development with the surplus divided 50:50 after the 
land value, equity and borrowing have been repaid.  
This can lead to internal disputes within the Council 
as the Property Department will try to get the highest 
value possible without prejudicing the viability of the 
development, but it fails to consider the social impact 
of development in deprived areas which can have a 
much greater positive effect on council finances over 
the longer term. 

The Council nevertheless has more flexibility than 
some private developers to cross-subsidise different 
development phases so if one site is unprofitable, its 
shortfall can be covered by others.  To make this work, 
however, the development partnership must agree 
to accept these lower sales values and a lower profit 
on certain sites while the Council must accept a low 

The result is a challenging context within which to 
undertake development, with very low land values and 
negative perceptions rife.  
 
At Cutler’s View the company undertook wide ranging 
community consultation, both informing residents 
about and seeking to engage them in the plans.  
This took the form of an on-site community drop-in 
event in the local community centre to which just 15 
residents attended.  Supplementing the event were 
presentations to local councillors and community 
groups in advance of the consultation, while an 
apprenticeship scheme and initiative to support local 
hiring and skills training, aimed to directly support the 
local economy through the development process.  
 
In the long-term a management company has been 
set up to take over the maintenance and management 
of the public realm and landscaping, and residents 
will pay a fee for this service and be involved in its 
operation.
 

Affording design quality

As one of a cluster of sites in the Norfolk Park area, 
Cutler’s View has had a positive impact on the wider 
neighbourhood.  But the new homes are mixed with 
pockets of very poor quality older housing, including 
the 1960s terraces around which the crescent at 
Cutler’s View sits.  Until these and other pockets are 
redeveloped, there will continue to be negative per-
ceptions about the area, keeping land prices low and 
depressing the private market.  Council reports sug-
gest that completed homes in the area are generally 
more expensive than ex-Council houses and cheaper 
than their new build competitors, but, due to their 
quality, are in demand.  
 
On embarking on the Joint Venture, there was a 
shared understanding between partners that an 
economic sacrifice would be required to build better 
quality housing in deprived areas given the inevitable 
impact on the sales values, but also a hope that 
regeneration would increasingly deliver an economic 
dividend that could be leveraged in later phases.  
Figures for house prices quoted by the consortium 
seem to support this, suggesting a 30% increase 
for two bedroomed homes and 37% increase for 
three bedroomed homes between 2013 (when site 

Figure 3: 2014 revised approved site plan for the crescent (JTP)
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their homes remain well above industry norms, and it 
is hoped that having a standard range of house types 
should, in the long run, provide economies of scale 
(see stories 15 & 16). 

As a Council representative concluded, “The housing 
company has succeeded in bringing forward sites 
that were not coming forward before, even at a point 
where the housing market was doing well”.  But it has 
required a huge effort to establish a housing company, 
and has involved the Council taking a risk, “not least 
in not making an immediate and visible profit on its 
land”.  On this journey, it has been beneficial hav-
ing Keepmoat involved as part of the team.  As an 
officer put it, “they should be recognised for having 
the vision to work in this way with the council.  They 
have passed up making profits on their own schemes 
by investing this time and energy working with the 
council”. 

The regulatory and delivery journey

The planning department of Sheffield City Council has 
a service level agreement with the Sheffield Housing 
Company which provides a dedicated planning officer 
for their applications and a specified number of meet-
ings that can be held for advice and guidance on the 
applications, although no independent design review 
is included in the deal, nor was it used at Cutler’s 
View.

The Company’s experience with Sheffield as a High-
ways Authority seems more variable, and they realise 
that they need to engage with highways officers 
earlier on all their schemes in order to address the 
issues in a more timely fashion. Parking requirements, 
for example, have been a problem, with two off road 
parking spaces required for three bedroom properties 
at Cutler’s View, even though the site is a 20 minute 
walk to the city centre and the Supertram has a stop 
on the edge of the site.  In effect the requirement is a 
barrier to building at higher densities and a cost on 
the project that impacts its viability.
 
The Sheffield Housing Company employs a Clerk 
of Works to deal with cost, project and contract 
management but they do not monitor the delivery 
of the landscape.  This has been recognised as an 
important omission given the importance of a high 

land value when it sells the site.  This is a matter of 
continued negotiation, with Keepmoat benefitting 
from the right of first refusal on council land sales 
with the potential to make both a contractor’s profit 
and receive part of the development profits.  They also 
carry a lower risk as they do not need to purchase the 
land or fund the entire development, although note 
that they typically make a higher margin on their own 
schemes that are built to a lower standard. 
 
House types are chosen to suit the viability con-
straints of each site, and some are more challenging 
than others, necessitating the use of more basic 
house types (e.g. without the enhanced space stand-
ards), if predicted sales values do not compensate for 
the enhanced design.  At Cutler’s View this did not 
happen, and the only compromise was the redesign 
of the crescent to remove the costs of building on a 
slope while sacrificing 12 homes. The Sheffield Hous-
ing Company has also recently reviewed its house 
types – their size and design – to remain competitive 
in the face of rising construction costs.  The Com-
pany and Council are reluctant to change the house 
designs as they want to be known for setting a clear 
quality standard, but Keepmoat has been pushing 
to reduce the house sizes and external facade detail 
to make them easier and cheaper to build.  Currently 

Figure 4: Landscape detail at Cutler’s View which adds significantly 
to the development’s sense of place
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of 78% (‘good’) and scored well in the Healthy Homes 
review on space standards (80% meet NHF space 
standards, two thirds Lifetime Homes standards, and 
one quarter the Council's Mobility Housing standard), 
carbon reduction (all homes achieve Level 3 of the 
Code for Sustainable Homes), thermal comfort, water 
efficiency, and reducing air and noise pollution.

All parties are pleased with the success of the project 
which was one of the Sheffield Housing Companies 
earliest schemes.  One interviewee noted: “it’s about 
creating a level of design in areas that wouldn't have 
that.  It has also made a commercial return which has 
come to the Council as a result of being the developer.  
So, it has been financially successful as well as diver-
sifying housing tenures in the area.  We have pushed 
design, we have pushed design quality”. 

quality landscape at Cutler’s View and other sites 
(Figure 4) and recent efforts have been made to focus 
more effectively on the handover of this aspect of their 
schemes to the management company. 

Outcomes 

Cutler’s View features a range of innovative housing 
designs that have been developed for the site to give 
it a village atmosphere.  In achieving this, the develop-
ment benefits from its hilly location which offers an 
attractive setting for the houses with winding streets, 
mature trees, and wooded areas to the north and 
south.  As a result, the houses sold well at prices that 
exceeded expectations.  The quality of the landscap-
ing also gives the area a positive sense of place with 
the presence of mature trees helping to bed the pro-
ject in (Figure 5).  It is also located on the Supertram 
route into the city so public transport access is good, 
although the requirement for at least one parking 
space per unit on streets with smaller two storey units 
means that they have become dominated by cars 
and feel less attractive and pedestrian friendly.  The 
resulting development received a design audit score 

Figure 5: Cutler’s View, aerial view, showing the mature landscape setting of the development as well as the awkward relationship to the 
1960s terraced homes around which it is built.


