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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

43 (25, The Oval; 18, Ashhurst Way)
Shared ownership (The Oval) and social rent (Ashhurst Way)

None

Oxford City Council

Local authority rank: 189
LSOA decile: 3

Levitt Bernstein

OX Place

2016 planning application submitted, 2018 planning permission
granted, 2021 project completed

95% ‘very good’
Suburban

Region South East
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Figure 1: The Oval (top) and Ashhurst Way (bottom), showing the two projects as carefully designed pieces of townscape designed to line
their respective streets while optimising the potential of their sites

Design vision and leadership

The Oval and Ashhurst Way sites (just a minute apart
in Rose Hill on the edge of Oxford) were previously
occupied, respectively, by the Rose Hill Community
Centre and the Rose Hill Advice Centre & Scout
Hut. They are two of the earliest projects of OX
Place, Oxford City Council's wholly owned housing
company set up in 2016 to deliver a financial return
to the Council, deliver affordable homes, and assist
the Council in delivering net-zero buildings. OX
Place aims to build more than 2000 new homes for
rent and sale in and around Oxford over ten years,
starting by utilising a range of small infill sites that

can accommodate between five and forty units and
that would typically be considered unviable by larger
developers.

OX Place focussed on these sites partly because, as
council owned land, they were available and cheap,
and partly, according to the architect, “to build a good
track record”, for the new company by establishing

a reputation as a responsible developer capable of
“providing high quality housing”. A large part of this
related to the quality of design, as an OX Place officer
stated, we “put our best face on it to promote the
company and create further opportunities”. This repu-
tational approach also meant that the company tried
to pursue design quality in a pragmatic and relatively
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Figure 2: Developing the massing and layout for The Oval site (Levitt Bernstein Architects)

low risk way regarding housing numbers and the
journey through planning.

To ensure a high quality of design OX Place employed
Levitt Bernstein, a design team with a reputation for
designing high quality social housing, thus sending a
clear message about their ambition. There was also

a strong political aspiration from the Council that OX
Place should not replicate the practices of the volume
house builders that had been responsible for building
large executive style housing estates all around the
city.

On The Oval site, the client brief asked the architects
to create 25 apartments that positively respond to
their prominent location on The Oval, a formal green
space sitting as part of the post war expansion of
Rose Hill. The Oval attempts to reflect the character
of the existing buildings south of the site, with the
visual scale and massing of the buildings reduced by
splitting the scheme into two three-storey building
clusters (Figure 2). This, along with a series of pitched
roofs and the use of different colours to break up each
cluster and the buildings’ volumes, allows the scheme
to fit into the predominant character of the local area
made up of two and three storey houses. Both new
clusters step up in height to follow the slope of the
site with setbacks to allow for the provision of private

gardens. A central landscaped area separates the
two clusters and provides views and access through
to the parking area arranged along the crescent
behind. All ground-floor dwellings are designed with
small, street-facing landscaped privacy areas that
help ensure privacy between the pedestrian routes
and adjoining properties while offering good levels of
overlooking onto the surrounding footpaths.

At Ashhurst Way, the expectation was to create a
contained scheme integrating new apartments,
amenity space and parking while providing privacy
from surrounding community uses and an active
residential frontage to reinforce the character of the
street scene. The design, for 18 apartments, aimed
to reinforce the street edge facing Ashhurst Way and
Carole’s Way, providing access to the new Rose Hill
Community Centre located behind the scheme. The
project comprises two buildings, each further broken
down to reduce their volume, with pitched roofs to
reflect the character of the area (Figure 3). Overlook-
ing of the Rose Hill Primary School (along the western
edge of the site) is minimised by locating the new
buildings away from that edge and providing new
trees and shrubs to further screen the view. A shared
surface courtyard and parking spaces are arranged
in the centre of the scheme with all the ground floor
units designed with landscaped privacy areas.
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Figure 3: Developing the massing and layout for the Ashhurst Way site (Levitt Bernstein Architects)

Proactive planning

While OX Place prepared a client brief for the archi-
tects, the small size of the sites meant there was no
site-specific guidance from the local authority. Policy
CS83 of the Oxford Core Strategy identified Rose Hill as
a Regeneration Area where projects that contribute to
its ongoing regeneration would be supported with the
Council’s Balance of Dwellings SPD placing the sites
in an ‘amber’ neighbourhood requiring 70% three-
bed provision. This created a problem for OX Place
who felt the sites weren’t particularly appropriate for
family homes and instead agreed a programme-wide
approach with the planners that would meet this
need across their range of sites, with these sites
programmed instead for one and two bed flats. The
development followed principles in the design guide
used by OX Place’s predecessor, Oxford City Housing
Ltd, that, in the words of an OX Place officer, “had
been tested and it made sense to replicate that”. The
guide established key principles and design standards
in six categories including community and connectiv-
ity, housing for a diverse city, character, dwelling place,
home as a place of retreat, and sustainability and
climate change.

The Rose Hill projects went through a drawn-out
planning process with a year spent in pre-application
discussions. Much discussion centred on the roof
design and the massing and form of the buildings,

given that new developments in Oxford are often
challenged on their density and height. The design
team had initially proposed the use of a flat roof, but
this was considered unsatisfactory in design terms
and likely to create future maintenance problems. The
situation was not helped by churn in staffing at the
Council, although the architects were positive about
the detailed design advice they received.

The community voice

The public engagement was light-touch, and the
council didn't place too much weight on consultation
during the design process, believing that the com-
munities on the Rose Hill estates were generally open
to developing small infill plots. A public consultation
was held for both sites in 2018 where presentation
boards displaying the evolving proposals were pre-
sented to the public. Members of the project team
attended the event to answer the community’s ques-
tions with the proposals widely supported, including
the design approach being taken.

Concerns were expressed around the impact on traf-
fic and parking associated with the additional units,
particularly considering the overspill parking from

the Community Centre on the Ashhurst Way site. The
Oxford Civic Society also provided detailed comments
relating to ground floor treatments which the design
team took on board, improving the interface between
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the ground floor of the buildings and the public realm.
During construction, the contractor was required

to join the ‘Considerate Contractor’ scheme which
included holding public events to inform the commu-
nity about progress.

On completion, both sites were returned to the
Council who are responsible for ongoing management
of the properties, currently without residents’ involve-
ment. To reduce management costs, the design

team employed robust materials and attempted “to
simplify the design”; measures that had an initial
cost, but which were ultimately designed to save on
maintenance.

Affording design quality

High demand and scarce availability mean that Oxford
is among the least affordable places for housing in the
UK, with a huge demand in every sector of the housing
market. New development is highly constrained by
the city boundary with most new housing happen-
ing around Oxford’s periphery in neighbouring local
authority areas. Rose Hill has been gradually densify-
ing, with many residential properties demolished to
facilitate the Council’s plan to increase the provision
of new local affordable housing. This includes shared
ownership housing which is believed to have an
important role in helping to get people on the housing
ladder.

In this case the development was funded exclusively
from public funds through a £1.6 million grant from
the Oxfordshire Housing and Growth Deal, money
provided from central Government to the Oxfordshire
Growth Board which is constituted from the county’s
six local authorities and the Local Enterprise Partner-
ship. Rose Hill is a comparatively low-value area and
the projected sales value of apartments on the sites
was constrained. This was offset by an opening land
value that was low, and that, as council land, could

be discounted in the case of the social rent homes at
Ashhurst Way. For OX Place, with its mission to deliver
affordable housing to buy or rent, the combination of
shared ownership and social rent across the two sites
allowed the project to stack up economically.

The design vision was delivered intact, with no major
compromises required to value engineer the project,

although cheaper, but not lower-quality, windows
helped reduce costs as did the use of standardised
balconies that were cheaper to build. The Oval site
used the slope of the land to reduce building con-
struction costs while circulation space was made as
compact as possible so that the budget could be allo-
cated to the flats. Adding to the costs, all 43 homes
were also built to Lifetime Homes Standards making
them fully adaptable and able to cope with people’s
changing needs throughout their lives. In order to
meet environmental targets and keep costs and rents
for residents low, enhanced insulation and air tight-
ness standards, together with the use of solar panels,
meant that the new homes achieve 62% above the
carbon reduction requirements in the then Building
Regulations, albeit also at an additional cost.

Despite the pressure to optimise capacity on the sites,
the pressure to make the homes affordable led to
blocks of three storeys as opposed to four (as originally
explored). This avoided the cost of lift installation with
the associated maintenance liability that would need
to be borne by residents. It also lowered the risk of
being refused planning permission.

The regulatory and delivery journey

Regulatory responsibility was split between Oxford
City Council as the planning authority and Oxfordshire
County Council as the highways authority, and so in
addition to formal pre-application meetings, informal
discussions and workshops were held with various
technical officers covering highways, refuse collec-
tion, ecology and building maintenance. The project
also received detailed comments after the planning
application was submitted, resulting in a change to
the proposed brick colour at Ashhurst Way.

Following planning permission, the designers were
not directly involved in the procurement process,
with responsibility instead given to the contractor to
deliver the schemes, monitored directly by OX Place.
As one interviewee described it, the approach was

to control quality at the planning stage rather than
locking it in by having the architects produce the
construction drawings. OX Place saved the cost of the
designer’s fee, but at the expense of having to take on
the responsibility of monitoring delivery and design
quality themselves.
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Figure 4:The Oval (left) and Ashhurst Way (right) aerial views showing the sensitive integration of four apartment blocks across two sites,
each maximising the design potential of their otherwise constrained sites.

To help OX Place, the design team was retained in a
pared back role to comment on the detailed construc-
tion drawings produced by the contractor. The client
team would then decide whether they agreed with the
architects’ comments and act accordingly. Once on
site, OX Place had their own project officers to man-
age delivery on site, some of whom were architects
with an eye for quality. Again, this meant that they
were able to deal with design-related issues them-
selves without having to return to the design team for
every decision. Following the Rose Hill project, OX
Place changed their procurement process to have the
contractor around the table from the pre-application
stage, thus ensuring that buildability was factored
into discussions as early as possible.

Outcomes

Despite the drawn-out planning stage for a relatively
small project, the process worked well, producing
robust and easy to maintain buildings that sit well in
the context, responding positively to the surrounding
built character of Rose Hill (Figure 4). The homes
delivered enhanced space and energy standards

and a high quality living environment that residents
are very pleased with. The project was procured on
budget without significantly compromising quality
and for OX Place that represented an achievement
in itself in the much inflated Oxford housing market
(albeit a relatively depressed corner of it).

The use of shared ownership demonstrated a viable
route to delivery in this market while the schemes
were viewed as successful projects on which to begin
building a reputation for the new company. It scored
an extremely high 95% (‘very good’) in the design
audit and in the Healthy Homes review scored well

on thermal comfort, fire safety, carbon reduction (62%
better than basic Building Regulations), and inclusion,
accessibility and adaptability, with all units built to
Lifetime Homes standards. The winning of an Oxford
Preservation Trust (OPT) Award was therefore testa-
ment to the company’s ability to deliver high quality
new homes that will support the company’s future site
acquisition ambitions.
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