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As the number
of housebuilding
starts picks up,
attention is turning
to the quality of the
homes being built.
ROGER HUNT looks
at what makes a good
home today and in
the future
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Get Britain Building Good Homes is the
provocative title of a primer launched by the
Good Homes Alliance (GHA) at its conference
last October. The GHA, which acts to define,
promote and deliver good homes, hopes the
document will spark a “good homes debate and
ideas on a national good homes plan”.
At a time when the housebuilding industry is
recovering from depression and needs to increase
output to 300,000 new homes a year, some in the
industry may question the GHA’s reasoning and
indeed may feel that the industry is already producing
good homes. Others, such as Kevin McCloud who
wrote the foreword to the primer, see the good homes
debate as both “timely and necessary”, believing
that “Britain is facing a housing criss that is both
qualitative and quantitative”.
Pete Halsall, GHA chairman, says: “Political dillydallying won’t cut it anymore or, to put it another way:
bravery, decisiveness and honesty are needed. In
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housing we continue to fail. Our homes are central
to our lives and we need good homes to support
healthy, sustainable lifestyles as well as to support the
notion of being productive and positive citizens.”
In launching the debate, the GHA has done more
than simply highlight what it sees as being wrong with
the new homes sector. The Alliance has set out 10 key
initiatives that it believes both reflect wider sentiment
and, with political will and leadership, are deliverable.
So what makes a good home? There are ample
definitions in the GHA primer, but Halsall sees
sustainably as being at the core of the good
homes concept. “I don’t think that a home can be
considered to be good unless it is sustainable.
Good homes contribute very broadly to sustainability
and specifically in terms of energy and resource
efficiency, longevity and long-term desirability
through good design and a community ethos.”
An interesting perspective is offered by architect
Colin Rice, a partner at Cullinan Studio, who suggests

BELOW Stonebridge Hillside
Hub designed by Cullinan Studio
combines a wide mix of community
uses in one building, including 30
market sale and 30 social rent flats
BOTTOM LEFT Barge Arm,
Gloucester Docks designed by
Cullinan Studio is a pair of new
buildings in the middle of the
historic docks that succeed in
complementing the old warehouses
without aping them. The articulation
comes from a different treatment of
the one- and two-bedroom flats that
make up the scheme
BOTTOM MIDDLE & RIGHT
Derwenthorpe, a development built
in partnership by the Joseph
Rowntree Housing Trust and David
Wilson Homes,in Osbaldwick, York
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TOP Stonebridge Hillside Hub in Stonebridge,
north-west London, designed by Cullinan Studio
TOP RIGHT & ABOVE RIGHT Accordia,
in Cambridge – designed by Feilden Clegg
Bradley Studios, Maccreanor Lavington
and Alison Brooks Architects – received the
2008 RIBA Stirling Prize, the first time a
housing development has received the UK’s
top architectural award

▲

that we have to start and end by thinking about the
home as a vessel for human life. “Immediately that
means it has to be adaptable to the changing needs
of its inhabitants, as a couple becomes a family and
family becomes a couple again and so on. And as
the household changes shape and its needs change,
so its relationship to the community changes; a good
home should have ready access to schools, social
groups, other amenities and transport.”
As might be expected, the Royal Institute of British
Architects (RIBA) has taken a close look at the issues
surrounding homes. Its research has shown that
people are dissatisfied with many new homes being
provided on the market today, with only one in four
saying they would choose to buy a new home.
The RIBA president, Stephen Hodder, says a
perceived lack of space in new homes is the chief
cause of concern for people: “This is one area where
the industry needs to up its game and we’ve been
making a strong case to government through our
HomeWise campaign for mandatory minimum space
standards to be introduced nationally.”
Rice worries that homes are designed that show only
one compliant arrangement of standard furniture. “We
should make a well-proportioned assembly of rooms
that are capable of taking on different functions over
time. Many people would prefer to have a larger living
space or have more storage than have a bathroom en
suite to their bedroom. Yet we are designing homes to
a formula that denies that choice.”
Space is just one of the issues listed by the GHA.
Design quality, poor public realm, ill-thought-through

rationalisation of standards are just some of the
points it cites as being wrong with the new homes
sector, with wider issues such as inadequate supply,
lack of affordability and a flawed land and planning
system also highlighted.
Paul Hinkin, managing director of Black
Architecture, believes radical change starts with
the adoption of design methodologies which are
“all about the people”, where homes are designed
from the inside out, rather than the current model,
which he believes focuses on external appearance
and iconographic imagery at the crucial early stages
of the design process.
“There’s growing concern about the environment
within many modern housing developments, which
experience uncontrolled solar gain and overheating in
summer, are expensive to heat in winter, and suffer
from insufficient ventilation leading to poor indoor air
quality. Windows are designed for how they appear
from the outside, rather than how well they will light
the interior of the home,” says Hinkin.
Interestingly, one of the key recommendations to
emerge from the report resulting from the RIBA’s
Future Homes Commission’s inquiry in 2012 was that
there should be a more consumer-oriented housing
market. The report suggests that homebuyers and
communities have too little power to influence the
design of future homes.
“There’s a market disincentive for design quality in
housing due to the way that surveyors and mortgage
providers value new homes,” explains Stephen
Hodder. “You can have a really high-quality, spacious,
energy-efficient, adaptable and light three-bedroom
house on one side of the street and an ordinary threebedroom house on the other side of the street and
they’re likely to be valued at the same price.”
Hodder says this is because valuation
methodologies are based on previous sale values
and number of bedrooms and do not sufficiently
take account of sustainability and design quality. “If
the valuation process were to change, developers
would start to build better homes because they
could be confident they’d get a decent return on
their investment.”
Kate Faulkner, one of the commissioners involved
in the Future Homes inquiry and founder of the
independent consultancy Designs on Property, is
more positive. “From a private developer’s side of
things there is certainly much more consumer
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research and development side about building
high quality volume homes. At Derwenthorpe, as
part of the development of the house types for
the scheme, we built two prototypes using two
different construction methods. We then shared that
information with the developers and let them choose
which they preferred.”
Although the JRHT is long established, Pete Halsall
points out that many GHA members who have
created exemplar projects are far less established.
“Somewhat ironically and quite tellingly, some of
them are relatively new entrants to the residential
industry and have been able to develop projects that
are far in excess of the standards created by the
established developers.”
Some in the industry may disagree with such an
assessment but one statement in Get Britain
Building Good Homes cannot be ignored: “The
issue for housing is that decisions taken today will
set in place the development of new homes that will
often last for up to 100 years and, most likely, more,
creating the conditions in which innumerable people
will live out their lives”. sh

CONTACTS
Black Architecture www.black-architecture.com
Cullinan Studio
www.edwardcullinanarchitects.com
Designs on Property
www.designsonproperty.co.uk
GHA www.goodhomes.org.uk
RIBA www.architecture.com

Read Roger Hunt’s blog: www.huntwriter.com
or follow him: www.twitter.com/huntwriter
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research being done as to what people want as far
as a good home is concerned. The larger companies,
in particular, are learning that the better they design
properties the less aggravation there is getting
through planning and that they’re a lot easier to sell.”
Faulkner believes that buyers are increasingly
wanting the advantages that new build offers in terms
of low maintenance and reduced fuel bills, compared
to Victorian and other older homes. “The view of new
builds is starting to change. Whereas the RIBA found
that 75% of people don’t want a new build home,
I think if that research was redone in a year’s time the
survey would actually come out very differently.”
An excellent example of a scheme that illustrates the
good homes ethos is Derwenthorpe, a development
built in partnership by the Joseph Rowntree Housing
Trust (JRHT) and David Wilson Homes in Osbaldwick
on the outskirts of York. Awarded silver for Best
Development at the 2013 What House? Awards, the
scheme aims to provide the highest quality lifetime
homes, meeting the needs of young families, people
with disabilities and older residents.
The first phase of 64 houses is complete and work
on the remaining phases – a mix of 425 privately
owned, shared ownership and affordable rent homes
– is underway. Each home has been designed with
eco-friendly features including communal heating
from a central biomass boiler. About a third of the
site has been allocated as public open space for the
benefit of the whole community, including wild flower
meadows, ponds and play areas.
Nigel Ingram, director of development and asset
management for Joseph Rowntree Housing Trust,
believes the housebuilding industry is very much in
its nascent stage in trying to create high-quality
environmental housing. “There’s still a learning curve.
We can build high quality, but high quality at volume
is a challenge. We need to get confident on the
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LEFT TOP & BELOW Derwenthorpe, built in
partnership by the Joseph Rowntree Housing Trust
and David Wilson Homes, won silver for Best
Development at the 2013 What House? Awards
BELOW Accordia, in Cambridge was the first
housing development to receive the RIBA Stirling
Prize, reflecting the impact of this new housing
scheme, which is widely regarded as setting a new
benchmark for housing in the UK

