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Figure 1: St Mary’s, showing the relationship with the new park and the architecture inspired by the neighbouring listed gas workers 
cottages

Design vision and leadership

Located in an inner urban neighbourhood with pock-
ets of significant deprivation and an under-provision 
of public open space, St Mary’s was allocated in the 
local plan as a potential housing development site. As 
former allotments, the area also had ecological value, 
with a large part of the site set aside for a new park.  
It was on this basis that the local authority tendered 
the site, with space set aside for the park creating a 
slightly awkward shape for the orientation of homes 
and street design (Figure 2).

Westleigh, with housing association partner, Midland 
Heart, won the tender and instructed the design 

practice, Rg+p, to appraise the site and its context in 
order to prepare a proposal for two-, three- and four-
bedroom houses along with a small number of one 
bedroom apartments, all contributing to the identi-
fied local housing need and demand for new homes 
in the inner city.  The design team’s initial proposal 
tried to respond to an earlier indicative masterplan 
produced by the Council but was criticised for failing 
to integrate this with the park. Subsequent revisions 
consequently put an emphasis on the park edge with 
a continuous frontage creating a backdrop to, and 
helping to enclose, the park.  

The design of the dwellings themselves was inspired 
by the neighbouring Grade II listed Edwardian terrace 
of gas workers cottages, especially their roofscape, 
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proactively engaged with the local authority during 
the pre-application period, producing initial sketches, 
and SketchUp models and diagrams, to showcase 
their ideas to bring the planners on board.  The design 
team worked more closely with Westleigh who gave 
the architects a good degree of freedom as long as 
proposals were viable.
 

Proactive planning 

The site was designated in the local plan as needing 
to accommodate 100 dwellings, so the local authority 
placed particular emphasis on achieving this.  But 
they also had a clear expectation about design quality 
from the start.  Policy G20, for example, required that 
the development be part of a comprehensive scheme 
for the entire site to include 2.5 hectares for housing 

scale, massing, height, and materials.  This has led to a 
range of contemporary homes that feature a palette of 
brick, render and coloured panelling, with projecting 
gables and terraces, differentiated across three char-
acter areas.  These include Park Edge, which creates 
a strong frontage with continuous blocks of detached 
and semi-detached properties; Old Saffron Way, 
which features two storey homes that are shallower 
in depth; and Main Street, a circular route through 
the development where the apartment buildings are 
located (Figure 3).  The road running along the park 
edge was designed to allow access to the park as well 
as providing activity to ensure the park is naturally 
surveyed. 

While the local authority played an important part in 
initiating the development, the design response was 
primarily driven by the developer’s project team, who 

Figure 2: The site and its relationship with St Mary’s Open Space (rg+p)
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 The community voice  

The tender documents included provisions for devel-
opers to make a financial contribution to enable the 
Council to work with local residents and community 
groups on the design of the park.  This, along with 
their planning powers, ensured the Council could 
retain some control on this key piece of public realm, 
delivered through the project.

The site was heavily overgrown and difficult to access, 
despite the existence of a partial network of old 
pathways, but the community were concerned that 
this local green area would be lost to housing.  This 
manifested itself in extensive communication, outside 
the planning process, between the local authority’s 
nature conservation officers and local community 
groups to involve interested residents in the design 
of the green space, and notably to protect its ecology 
while enhancing connectivity and the amenity value 
of the land.
 

and the remaining area for public open space that 
protected the ecological value of the site. As part of the 
Major Developments team, the Council’s own urban 
designers get involved in projects from an early stage, 
both through drafting development briefs as well as 
facilitating pre-application discussions.  Leicester 
City Council consequently provided an initial design 
concept in an indicative masterplan included with 
the tender documents made available to developers 
interested in purchasing the site (Figure 4).  

The project architects benefitted from the local 
authority’s particular focus on landscaping and the 
maintenance of ecological value across the site.  
Reflecting this, the horizontal terraces suggested in 
the indicative masterplan was quickly rejected, given 
its poor potential for through movement and for a 
positive relationship with the new park.  Instead of the 
series of cul-de-sacs, rg+p suggested a more dynamic 
curving form to establish a crescent overlooking the 
new park and giving much better access across and 
around the site.  This new layout was ultimately deliv-
ered, as shown in Figures 2 and 3.

Figure 3: The site and its character areas (rg+p)
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Affording design quality 

Leicester has a higher stock of lower value housing 
than many other parts of the region and saw the low-
est absolute increase in house prices in the period 
prior to development.  Additionally, the site is in an 
area characterised by council-built interwar housing 
with multiple deprivation challenges and a reputation 
to match.  Consequently, housing values were at the 
lower end of the market, and while there had been a 
few affordable housing developments, there had been 
no new market housing in the area and little interest 
from private housebuilders.  With many such areas, 
the Council does not see high quality design unless it 
presses developers to raise the bar.  

A consultation event was held before the submis-
sion of the planning application with a presentation 
guiding residents through the proposals and the 
anticipated community benefits of the park.  Apart 
from the park, there was little interest in the housing 
development, although consultation with properties 
directly affected by the scheme led the design team 
to provide additional visitor parking on site to avoid 
overspill impacting on the existing residents. 

The new community have no ongoing management 
responsibility for the public areas of the project, with 
the new roads adopted by the local highway authority 
while the Council maintains and manages the park.  
Midland Heart housing association manages their 
properties, associated parking areas and landscap-
ing with the remaining land in the ownership of the 
diverse purchasers of the properties. 

Figure 4: The indicative masterplan prepared by Leicester City Council with the initial housing layout shown on the right. (Leicester City 
Council)
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The regulatory and delivery journey 

rg+p took advantage of pre-application advice before 
submitting the planning application, with two meet-
ings that helped to refine the development form and 
layout, including the positioning of SuDS and access 
to the site.  The original scheme, for example, pro-
posed a large retention basin to the west of the site, 
and a small basin to the south; this was rearranged so 
that the SUDs could contribute more effectively to the 
landscaping of the open space.  Likewise, negotiations 
resulted in the widening of Old Saffron Lane (the main 
access to the site) to facilitate the provision of 22 off-
street parking bays that could be utilised by residents 
of the existing dwellings that backed onto the lane.  
The Council relied on their in-house urban design 
team to agree an acceptable scheme.

Despite the improvements to the scheme and earlier 
consultation, a range of objections were received by 
the local authority, raising concerns about the loss of 
green space, ecology, highways issues and residential 
amenity, with the planning committee eventually dis-
regarding these to back the project.  From a highway’s 
perspective, the awkward shape of the site meant 
that the scheme ended up having a number of ‘private 
drives’ (semi-private internal access roads) off which 
homes were located.  While the Highways Author-
ity sought to minimise these, they also recognised 
that, due to the site constraints and the shape of the 
developable land, a few internal access roads had to 
be narrower than the acceptable minimum width for 
adoptable roads and so determined they would be 
flexible on this matter. 

To guarantee quality in the delivery of the project, the 
Council insisted on a wide range of design details up 
front.  This included a defined palette of materials, 
changes to which would have required permission.  
The project was delivered through a design and build 
contract with rg+p employed through to delivery.  
Their close collaboration with this developer over 
the years allowed the architects to understand the 
developer’s preferred way of working, from the choice 
of materials and their detailing to internal configura-
tions, and integration of designs and processes with 
their own off-site timber frame manufacturing plant.  

Westleigh had a track record of producing affordable 
and private schemes across the Midlands and South 
Yorkshire. They had their own off-site timber frame 
manufacturing facility and, at the time, were doing 
many similar projects across the region, “relying on 
the economies of scale that this gave them to make 
projects viable and deliver a slightly higher level of 
design quality”, particularly for housing associations.  
The architects, rg+p, had a long established relation-
ship with Westleigh, and designed their standard 
range of affordable products using “a straightforward 
but adaptable typology”.  

Ten of these house types were used at St Mary’s, 
with elevations designed as a response to the local 
vernacular.  This provided a cost-effective range of 
products, based on the repetition of a common set 
of internal layouts while offering external variation 
within a theme.  Economies of scale were further 
multiplied as the St Mary’s site was part of a wider 
Westleigh/Midland Heart joint venture across three 
sites in Leicester totalling more than 400 units, all 
using the same house types with different elevational 
treatments.  

At St Mary’s the architects felt that there had been 
no significant compromises that impacted on the 
overall quality of the scheme.  This was despite the 
developer keeping a close eye on costs as the scheme 
developed, with initial ideas to incorporate balconies 
on some homes and larger areas of glazing on oth-
ers, both abandoned on cost grounds.  Likewise, to 
maximise the amount of housing development on the 
allocated site, it was agreed that the SUDs would be 
provided in the green space and the developer would 
contribute to the delivery and maintenance of the 
drainage and the larger open space.  

Looked at another way, the presence of the new park 
represented a hidden subsidy to the new develop-
ment, the provision of which the developer did not 
have to pay for, despite its presence adding value 
to their project.  The public sector also contributed 
financially in another way through monies loaned from 
the national Growing Places fund via the Leicester 
and Leicestershire Enterprise Partnership.  This paid 
for the road junction that unlocked access to this 
parcel of land and helped to enable the development. 



TACKLING INEQUALITY IN HOUSING DESIGN QUALITY

120 STORY 15 — ST MARY’S LEICESTER

Figure 5: Aerial view showing the new development fronting onto and enclosing St Mary’s Open Space, with the gas workers cottages that 
inspired the architecture to the left of the image (Google Maps 2024)

Level 4, and that consideration was given to access 
to natural light inside the homes, taking advantage 
of solar gain, and limiting light pollution in the public 
realm.
Despite its qualities, the development is let down 
somewhat by the finer details, for example, the use of 
unattractive side fencing defining parts of the public 
realm, poor consideration given to the storage of 
wheelie bins, and a lack of trees on key roads, includ-
ing Old Saffron Lane.  For these reasons, the project 
scored just into the ‘good’ category, at 71%, but still 
represents a major step up from other housing in the 
larger market area.

This helped to reduce costs by designing out potential 
issues that might otherwise have created problems 
during construction. 

Outcomes

Rather than opting for the ‘housebuilder vernacular’ 
typical in the region, St Mary’s drew inspiration from 
adjacent listed buildings to deliver something that sits 
well in its context and provides a modern interpreta-
tion on the area’s architectural character.  This and 
the relationship to the park give the development 
a distinctive quality that establishes a new higher 
benchmark for housing design in a challenging area 
(Figure 5).  In doing so, it achieves a higher density 
than required in the local plan and 50% more homes 
than originally envisaged.  The scheme also creates 
public access to a now popular local park and delivers 
improvements for the existing houses on Old Saffron 
Lane.  The planning documents confirm the intention 
to build the scheme to Code for Sustainable Homes 


