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The future of city living: taking the long view on sustainable 
planning and development of Leeds city centre south 
 

Summary  

This draft paper argues that future regeneration of the Leeds city centre south area (see map on p.7) should 

take place within a visionary but practical framework of sustainable development. The ideas set out attempt 

to address both the seriousness of future challenges and the possibility of creating a neighbourhood that will 

enable future urban dwellers to live, work and meet a wide range of requirements within a relatively small 

area, thus reducing their environmental impact while ensuring a reasonable level of prosperity and well-

being. It is argued that a neighbourhood designed in this far-sighted way to enable a transition to low-carbon 

(and generally less resource-intense) living and working could be a selling point for the city, attracting 

households who may not yet have identified this as a potential lifestyle option,  as well as helping to add to 

economic prosperity and meet local, national and global environmental targets. The aim of distributing this 

draft paper is to stimulate debate and draw more people into collaborative thinking about the future of the 

city centre. 

 

Introduction 

The first phase of city living, developed in British 

city centres from the late 20th century, can be 

criticised as a feature of the ‘casino capitalism’ of 

that time: a phenomenon driven by a lax lending 

environment and delivering an investment 

product that failed to meet the full range of 

urban design and sustainability criteria (Punter, 

2010; Unsworth, 2007a). However, despite its 

shortcomings, this first phase has significant 

positive attributes: it helped to revitalise central 

urban areas, providing appealingly-located, 

affordable accommodation for many households, 

especially young professional couples. It could 

play a much greater role in future, for a wider 

range of occupiers and for a greater proportion of 

their lives, but only if the approach to urban 

development is significantly changed. 

 

Property development in the UK came to a 

standstill in 2007. City authorities, developers, 

consultants and academics now need to 

formulate, and test with consumers, a range of 

ideas for the next phase of city centre 

regeneration. With resource pressures, climate 

change and ecosystem vulnerability of mounting  

 

concern, future developments should arguably 

contribute to fulfilling the sustainability agenda: 

improving environmental quality through 

reducing the use of natural resources and land, 

minimising pollution and wastes, and optimising 

products and services while providing livelihoods 

and enhancing well-being (Jackson, 2009). The 

ideas set out here suggest a rationale for a more 

far-sighted form of city living applicable to any 

city in England and the example is presented of 

proposals to try to shape the future of a 

significant area of Leeds city centre.  

 

City living in the early 21st century 
Investment in city centre residential property 

from the end of the twentieth century up to 2007 

was dominated by a sense that boom and bust 

had been banished and that anyone could 

become rich through buy-to-let investment. 

Occupiers were mainly young singles and couples 

who intended only to stay in the city centre for a 

short time (Nathan and Urwin, 2005). Thousands 

of apartments were completed and many 

thousands more were planned. The financial 

crash meant that many development sites were 
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rendered non-viable (as more was paid for the 

land than could now be recouped by 

development) and finance for both developers 

and potential purchasers was suddenly in short 

supply (CLG, 2010a). So began a period of 

paralysis in property development which also 

gave a chance to rethink city centre residential 

accommodation (Unsworth, 2010). This paper 

argues that while the wild exuberance of the 

early phase of city living was ended by the 

financial crisis, the fundamentals affecting 

consumer choice are likely to generate strong 

future demand for city living, and very possibly 

from a more varied range of households. The 

planning and development agenda should be 

about much more than forecasting total housing 

demand and supplying higher numbers of 

dwelling units in the established ways. It should 

be about creative reading of trend information, 

developing far-sighted but workable visions for 

future development and helping to steer future 

consumer choices towards sustainable options. 

City living of a more holistically-conceived kind 

could be a longer term solution for many 

households. 

 

The paper draws on research over a number of 

years in Leeds city centre and insights from the 

literature on housing, sustainable place making 

and on futures (trends and how to think about 

the future). First there is a consideration of the 

demographic factors influencing demand for 

housing and supply side factors constraining 

delivery. This is followed by a discussion of the 

changing basis of housing decision-making 

(location, type and tenure) as we move past peak 

oil and into an era of increasingly costly resources 

and goods combined with the need to mitigate 

and adapt to climate change. The final section 

considers the supply-side responses that 

could/should be forthcoming from the private 

and public sectors in the light of these emerging 

demand-side phenomena and suggests ideas for 

future configuration and operation of central 

urban areas, with a case study example from 

Leeds. While the arguments in favour of this 

approach to future city centre development may 

seem compelling, there are also barriers to 

change which need to be addressed and research 

is needed to create a more substantial case for a 

future market for this kind of place making.  

 

Future housing supply and demand 
UK household numbers are increasing and are 

projected to continue to do so (CLG, 2010b), 

though the assumptions underlying this forecast 

and the implications for housing supply 

requirements are questioned by academics, 

including contributors to the Land Use Futures 

project (Government Office for Science, 2010). 

Even before the recession choked off housing 

supply, it was looking unlikely that housing 

delivery could be raised to the rate suggested by 

the Barker Review (2004) as a response to the 

household projections (Chartered  Institute of 

Housing, 2010). This is because there are deep-

seated structural constraints on supply 

(Whitehead, 2006; Government Office for 

Science, 2010). A highly relevant factor is that 

there is likely to be continuing reluctance to 

encroach on greenfield sites, partly because of 

the political unpopularity of such development 

but also because of the perceived need and 

opportunities to continue to revitalise plentiful 

brownfield land in post-industrial cities (Dixon 

and Adams, 2008; Power and Lane, 2010; 

Goodier and Pan, 2010). This has been a strong 

policy strand since the recommendations of the 

Urban Task Force (DETR, 1999) were taken up in 

the Urban White Paper (DETR, 2000). These 

tendencies suggest a continuing focus on 

development in central and inner urban areas. It 

is also likely that there will be a persistent overall 

shortfall in numbers of units, even if the most 

extreme forecasts turn out to have exaggerated 

the increase in household numbers. Dwellings 
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suitable for larger households are likely to be in 

particularly short supply as recent delivery has 

been heavily weighted towards provision of flats 

(CLG, 2010a). Housing accessible to those with 

less buying power will continue to be needed and 

with the breakdown of the Section 106 route to 

providing affordable housing, new ways need to 

be found to expand supply and extend access 

(Aspinall and Unsworth, 2010). 

 

The next section argues that future housing 

decision making is likely to give additional weight 

to resource constraints, including energy costs, 

and to the pressures that are already acting to 

move us towards a lower carbon society and 

economy.  

 

Residential location decision making, 

climate change and resource constraints 

Cheap energy and technology have enabled 

people to live further from their workplace and 

carry out many activities of production and 

consumption remotely, and the rolling out of fast 

internet connections works to enhance this effect 

(Ioannides et al, 2007). However, there is still a 

special value in the concentration of economic 

and cultural activities and opportunities in city 

centres, as well as better information and 

communications technology connectivity. In 

short, geography has not become irrelevant and 

there is considerable evidence to suggest both 

that people continue to enjoy gathering in city 

centres and that critical mass continues to 

generate further economic activity and 

productivity (Glaeser, 2011). This will be 

strongest in places that already boast a wide 

range of advantages for business, residents, 

students and visitors. Thus, a central location 

remains an attractive and affordable option for 

some households, especially young singles and 

couples – witness the strong city centre rental 

market since the crash (Unsworth, 2010; RICS, 

2010; Association of Residential Letting Agents, 

2010). In the longer term, it seems likely that this 

kind of location will be more appealing to a larger 

proportion of households, even for the significant 

proportion of city centre residents whose current 

ambition might be to migrate to the suburbs or 

beyond after a spell of city living (Unsworth, 

2007). The English desire for a detached or semi-

detached house with a garden is currently still 

strong and there is evidence to suggest that new 

housing units are smaller than people ideally 

want (Williams, 2009). However, some 

households, especially in metropolitan areas, 

clearly compromise more or less willingly in 

consuming a flat, terraced house or maisonette 

with relatively small floor area where there is no 

affordable alternative that enables them to meet 

other criteria such as access to work. The ‘Land 

Use Futures’ project (Government Office for 

Science, 2010) speculates about whether high 

density can be made sufficiently attractive that 

enough people would choose this rather than 

lower-density, more energy-inefficient living. 

Relatively dense city centres, while resource-

intensive per square mile, have very much lower 

environmental impacts per capita (Hoornweg et 

al, 2011). 

Future urban development in an era of more 

expensive resources and greater environmental 

concerns is unlikely to be a straight line 

continuation of existing kinds of resource and 

land use and already known methods of planning, 

building, maintenance and management. Urban 

areas will have to contribute more towards 

reducing carbon emissions through cutting 

domestic, commercial and transport energy use 

and also respond to the high likelihood of 

changing patterns and greater extremes of 

weather (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 

Change, 2007; Kamal-Chaoui and Robert, 2009). 

The repeated failure of UN climate negotiations 

to reach international agreement has already 

stimulated individual and group action at 

national, settlement and citizen level to reduce 
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greenhouse gas emissions (Heiskanen et al,2010; 

Peters et al, 2010; Bulkeley et al, 2011).  

The climate change and energy agendas have 

recently come together (Hopkins, 2008; Lovell et 

al., 2009). As well as needing to reduce 

emissions, there will in any case be a need to 

recognise the profound implications of peaking 

oil and gas supplies: after peak production, which 

is widely considered to be likely to occur some 

time early in the 21st century (International 

Energy Agency, 2010), petroleum will be 

increasingly expensive to extract. A way of life 

that has depended on the profligate use of cheap 

energy will be under threat (Kunstler, 2005; 

Heinberg, 2005) and thus so will the underlying 

structure and functioning of the economic and 

social base of cities (Atkinson, 2007-8; Girardet, 

2008). Other resources (metals, other minerals, 

soils, ecosystem services) are also being rapidly 

exhausted or degraded (Cohen, 2007; WWF, 

2010). In order to make a transition to an 

affordable, lower carbon, lower resource-

intensity, more ecologically sensitive, resilient 

and liveable urban system, there will have to be 

investment in retrofitting existing buildings and 

more stringent standards for new build, re-

orientated transport policies, provision for local 

production and attention to blue and green 

infrastructure (CABE 2009 and numerous 

publications;1 Calthorpe, 2011; Lerch, 2007; NEF, 

2010; RCEP, 2007).  

The higher (though fluctuating) cost of energy will 

not only influence the priorities in urban design, 

building and infrastructure provision; it will 

constrain wealth creation and consumption 

(Kunstler, 2005; Martenson, 2008; UK Industry 

Task Force on Peak Oil, 2010). Even when 

unemployment stops rising, job creation and pay 

levels will be held in check: energy prices will 

                                                                 
1
 http://www.cabe.org.uk/sustainable-places/cities-

and-towns/advice 
 

increase the cost of running a business and will 

constrain profits and thus the wages that it will 

be possible to pay. For households, higher travel 

costs and household fuel bills are the obvious 

effects but higher energy costs will also be added 

to the prices of food and all materials and goods 

(Atkinson, 2007; Homer-Dixon, 2006). The 

additional burden of carbon taxes will further 

squeeze available income and all told, future 

households may be not be able to replicate the 

higher levels of consumption widely adopted by 

the generation of post-war ‘baby boomers’ 

(McIlwain, 2010; RCEP, 2011).  

 

At the same time, mortgage finance in the UK will 

be less readily available than was the case during 

the early 21st century boom and lenders will 

continue to require higher deposits. This means 

that first time buyers are likely to find it much 

tougher to get into and maintain owner 

occupation2 and/or will have to settle for smaller, 

cheaper dwellings. The sub-prime crisis has in any 

case given pause for thought about further 

expansion of owner occupation (Knight Frank, 

2009; Krugman, 2008; Smith, 2005; Coggan, 

2010; McIlwain, 2010). The energy crisis will give 

cause to reconsider location (The Economist, 

2011), housing type and size (Ip, 2010) and 

inefficient living arrangements (McIlwain, 2010; 

RCEP, 2011).  

 

The rising cost of travel, as well as a range of 

policies to influence transport systems, are 

bound to have some impact on location decision 

making. In many parts of the world, car 

ownership continues to rise in parallel with the 

rise in incomes (Forum for the Future, 2010), with 

owners enjoying enhanced mobility and status. 

                                                                 
2
 The age of first time buyers moved sharply  upwards 

from 2007 (Council of Mortgage Lenders, 2009). Many 

would-be first time buyers are excluded  from the 
market altogether if they cannot access substantial  
deposits via family (Shapiro, 2004; Chartered Institute 
of Housing, 2011). 

http://www.cabe.org.uk/sustainable-places/cities-and-towns/advice
http://www.cabe.org.uk/sustainable-places/cities-and-towns/advice


5 
 
Future of city living – Leeds Sustainable Development Group 
R Unsworth 30 March 2011 
 

However, ‘the large metropolis can never 

comfortably accommodate more than a fraction 

of its citizens in this manner, and we have 

learned the consequences of trying to do so’ 

(Vanderbilt, 2010, p.4). Most large cities have 

opted for a combination of demand management 

(making car travel more expensive and less 

overwhelmingly convenient) and investment in 

alternative modes of transport to reduce 

congestion, improve air quality, health, public 

spaces and quality of life (UN HABITAT, 2009). 

While there are fears of a city losing out 

economically if motorists perceive disadvantages, 

cities with fast, reliable, convenient mass transit 

systems exhibit lower car use (Bailey et al, 2008) 

and economic prosperity has been boosted, not 

harmed, in places such as Bogotá, Bordeaux, 

Copenhagen, Curitiba, Freiburg, Graz, Grenoble, 

Helsinki, London and Munich, (The Academy of 

Urbanism, 2011; PRP et al, 2008; Kamal-Chaoui 

and Robert, 2009; Forum for the Future, 2010) 

that have most determinedly and unflinchingly 

adopted various methods for moving beyond 

accommodating more private motor vehicles.  

Further justification for action in this direction 

comes from picking up what futures thinkers 

refer to as ‘weak signals’ (Kuusi et al, 2000; 

Mendonça et al, 2004): flickers of new 

phenomena or early indications of change of 

direction in established trends. For instance, in 

more mature economies, there is some sign of a 

shift in the importance accorded to owning and 

operating vehicles (thecityfix.com). For those 

who need/want the flexibility and convenience of 

a car, there are fast-growing car sharing and 

rental options which in turn are part of a new 

shift towards selling services rather than goods 

(Botsman and Rogers, 2010; Gansky, 2010). So 

far, there is little sign of reduced energy use 

associated with higher density living and limited 

positive effects to be gained from the current 

approach to land use and transport planning 

(Echenique et al, 2010), but going forward, a new 

energy environment will alter decision making 

and only an urban location offers substantial 

potential energy savings. Not all households will 

be able or willing to change their location, travel 

behaviour and way of life but already there are 

signs of the repopulation of central city areas in 

both the USA and UK (Berube at al, 2010; Nathan 

and Irwin, 2005; Punter, 2010; McIlwain, 2010). 

Increasing numbers of households, especially 

perhaps newly forming and older households, will 

take a decision to cut the cost of travel to work 

by either telecommuting or by living within 

walking/cycling distance of work. Some younger, 

highly skilled Americans are turning away from 

car commuting because they cannot use mobile 

digital devices while driving (Madrigal, 2010) and 

this trend may well spread more widely. Overall, 

many elements of decision making will tend 

towards greater demand for a more cost-

effective central location for a greater number of 

households (McIllwain, 2010).  

Implications for urban policy 

Wise administrations will latch onto these 

emerging shifts in decision-making by starting to 

reconfigure places to make them more appealing 

to people who will be inclined to make different 

location and other consumption decisions from 

those of preceding generations, whether or not 

they are ‘sustainability-minded’. So far in the UK, 

only a minority of consumers are willing, able and 

motivated to take action on environmental issues 

(Jackson, 2005). Though ‘positive greens’ are 

strongly influenced by sustainability issues in 

their consumption choices and lifestyles, they 

remain attached to conventional car use and 

other elements of typical high consumption 

lifestyles (WBCSD, 2008). So there is a significant 

task ahead to convert consumers’ theoretical 

stance into changed behaviour as well as to 

convince those not yet sustainability-minded that 

there are serious matters to take into 

consideration. However, there is a strongly 

emerging commercial trend of taking action to 
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shape consumer choice rather than giving people 

more of the products for which they have already 

shown a secure demand: many companies 

withdraw less sustainable options and adopt 

deliberate strategies to engage with customers 

concerning the social and environmental impacts 

of the company and its products and services 

(BITC, 2010). The World Business Council for 

Sustainable Development argues that leading 

businesses of the future will be those with 

products and services that address society’s most 

urgent challenges and enable consumers to 

choose sustainable products and lifestyles that 

are appealing and affordable (WBCSD, 2008).  

Some cities have also adopted such strategies to 

build demand for their ‘product’ and have 

established a reputation for a kind of urban 

lifestyle well suited to the challenges of the 21st 

century, for example Malmö (Sweden), Portland 

(Oregon), Amsterdam (Netherlands). Some 

Japanese cities have successfully developed to 

combine high density residential development 

alongside green space provision and commercial 

facilities (Government Office for Science, 2010). 

In the USA, such development is referred to 

under the headings of ‘new urbanism’ (Duany et 

al, 2010). These are liveable places with improved 

infrastructure for sustainable, healthy, low 

carbon living: environmentally-sounder buildings, 

supplied in part by local energy and food 

production, linked by walking and cycle routes 

and green spaces with all the requirements for 

low-resource-throughput, more convivial daily 

life conveniently located. Walkable places have a 

clear sense of definition or enclosure, are 

identifiable and memorable, relate to human 

‘overspend’, and apply sustainability criteria to all 

aspects of development. In the UK, an ‘Urban 

design compendium’ was published (English 

Partnerships, 2000) to encourage the practice of 

ideas set out in the earlier Urban Task Force 

report and there is a rich international literature 

on sustainable urban design, at the scale of 

buildings, blocks and whole neighbourhoods, to 

assist in devising and constructing the features 

that will create the preferred scenario. 

An opportunity to do sustainable place 
making: the case of Leeds city centre south 
In the first phase of city living in Leeds, 

development proposals came forward at such a 

pace that the local planning authority was hard 

pressed to keep up and there was a dearth of 

strategic direction (Unsworth and Smales, 2010). 

After the financial crash, development proposals 

were put on hold and evidence from developers 

indicates that very few of the schemes still in the 

development pipeline in 2007 are likely to go 

ahead in the form originally proposed (Unsworth, 

2010). A nascent City Centre Area Action Plan has 

been discontinued and the Local Development 

Framework Core Strategy is not yet adopted. So 

in this policy and action gap there is an 

opportunity to consider the next phase of 

development in a more strategic and integrated 

way.  

 

The main, historic city centre area in Leeds is on 

the north side of the River Aire but in the Unitary 

Development Plan (Leeds City Council, 2001) the 

area south of river and north of the motorways 

(around 86 hectares) was included as part of the 

city centre for planning purposes. Some 

regeneration took place in this area in the period 

from the late 1980s up to 2007 (Stillwell and 

Unsworth, 2008) but much land remains either 

vacant or with potential for change of use (see 

Figure 1). What functions could this area most 

productively include in the medium to longer 

term and how could land uses and infrastructure 

be combined in order to anticipate the trends 

outlined above and deliver a truly sustainable city 

centre neighbourhood? 
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Figure 1: Leeds city centre south: development potential (see www.leeds-lsdg.com) 

 

A group of professionals gathered in Leeds early 

in 2010 to consider this set of questions. The 

meeting followed on from a process initiated by 

the City Council at a City Centre Vision 

conference in early 2008. A widespread reaction 

to the subsequent document (Leeds Initiative, 

2008) was that it was insufficiently visionary. One 

response was Leeds Civic Trust’s discussion 

document addressing various themes in more 

detail (Leeds Civic Trust, 2009). This was then a 

starting point for detailed consideration of the 

potential future for the area south of the river. 

Ideas were worked up during 2010 and presented 

via a website and a series of open meetings 

under the banner of Leeds Sustainable 

Development Group (LSDG). Discussions with the 

City Council and other potential partners 

continue. Central to the approach is to construct 

a vision for how this part of the  city centre might 

be in future and a practical framework of 

infrastructure and land uses. 

 

Linking the planning and development of 

the South Bank to futures thinking 
Contemplating and planning for the future via 

generating scenarios may seem speculative, but it 

can be less risky than relying on forecasting, 

which may look more technically impressive but 

can only incorporate imperfectly modelled past 

relationships between variables and cannot 

include imaginative ideas or step changes. Using 

scenario thinking, we can prepare for more likely 

futures and try to steer towards preferable ones 

(Dator, 1998 and 2009; Forum for the Future, 

2008; Keith, et al, 2008). Yet many decision 

makers continue to place considerable store by 

forecasts and lack skills or encouragement to 

engage in foresight (Curry and Hodgson, 2008). 

Landry (2004) is amongst many commentators to 

http://www.leeds-lsdg.com/
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express concern that institutional capacity to 

handle the scale of challenges ahead is seriously 

lacking. Hopkins comments on the need to create 

visions of a positive future beyond business as 

usual and to engage local authorities in the 

efforts to plan for a future beyond cheap oil 

(Hopkins, 2010).  

 

In order to try to enhance future-awareness, a 

region-wide visioning exercise was undertaken 

(Yorkshire Futures, 2008) presenting a selection 

of potential scenarios for Yorkshire and Humber 

up to 2030. This exercise acknowledged the 

importance of major large-scale trends, some of 

which have already been highlighted in this 

paper. The ‘most plausible scenario’ was held to 

be one in which an increased population is older 

and more diverse; employment and the 

knowledge economy continue to grow, though 

held back by skills deficits; resource prices rise 

and individuals and businesses are slow to 

change their behaviour; housing becomes less 

affordable for many. An update (Yorkshire 

Futures, 2011) added a further scenario: ‘A new 

era of austerity’, a narrative of prolonged 

constraints on spending power and significant 

adaptations in the form of changing patterns of 

working, living and provisioning of daily life. 

Overall, it amounts to a stronger likelihood than 

in the previous ‘most plausible scenario’ of 

relocalisation of supply lines, reduced personal 

mobility and an end to widespread upward 

trends in consumption. It is far from a ‘business-

as-usual’ growth scenario.  

 

The Yorkshire Futures exercise stopped short of 

suggesting a ‘preferred scenario’: responding to 

the range of potential futures by actively 

constructing a possible future that aims to 

embrace some trends that cannot be altered and 

counteract others that are susceptible to 

intervention. However, the approach taken by 

the LSDG aims to do this for a sub-area of Leeds 

city centre. The group wants to address the 

immediate problems of development paralysis, 

housing shortage and the need for sustainable 

regeneration, and also to suggest medium and 

longer term ways to anticipate and adjust to 

resource constraints, providing a neighbourhood 

that will cater for different patterns and styles of 

living, working, learning, mobility and use of 

leisure time. The suggested approach is to turn 

this ‘preferred scenario’ into a framework setting 

out long term aspirations and suggesting 

components of the whole picture that can be 

realised at different time scales. It is not 

‘masterplanning’ (Barnett, 1982) as it is not 

prescribing exactly what should be built where; it 

is setting out a vision built on reading of future 

trends, thinking about ways to respond and then 

creating a framework stipulating the elements 

needed to reach this vision in this particular 

spatial context. It also suggests actions to avoid 

so that the longer term vision is not 

compromised. So what could be the overall 

picture and the components necessary to build 

up the picture?  

 

Dimensions of a sustainable neighbourhood 

Neighbourhoods that accommodate households 

and economic activities working within a new 

paradigm of resource constraints will need to 

have physical structures designed to last longer, 

to be as inexpensive as possible to acquire, run 

and maintain while also being carbon neutral or 

negative and in every way exhibiting high 

environmental performance. Ecological 

constraints are already impinging on decision 

making, and legislation at various spatial scales is 

forcing the pace of change (European Parliament 

and Council of the EU, 2010; Communities and 

Local Government, 2006; Leeds City Council, 

2010a). Not many actors realise yet just how 

strong the forces of change will turn out to be 

and many consumers are still hostile to notions of 

sustainability as a response to the challenges, 
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seeing an unnecessary threat to their freedom as 

consumers and likely deliverance from resource 

shortages and environmental constraints through 

technological advances (Mulligan, 2010). 

Certainly, effective demand from the public for 

sustainable dwellings and lifestyles is still 

underdeveloped (Rydin et al, 2003). McIlwain 

(2010) reports that in the USA a majority of 

homebuyers want a green home, but most are 

unwilling to pay much more for it. The challenge 

there, as elsewhere, is ‘to develop technologies 

that reduce energy use at no extra cost and to 

promote other sustainable practices that cost the 

same as or less than standard practices’ (p.23). A 

pioneering building in Leeds, The Greenhouse,3 

has shown that sustainable features can be both 

affordable to provide and appealing to occupiers. 

It also demonstrates the positive environmental 

impacts from retrofitting an existing structure 

(Frey et al, 2003).  

  

Leeds, like many other cities, had been able to 

make positive returns to central government on 

the number of residential units completed and 

the proportion on brownfield sites, but latterly 

affordable accommodation for families has been 

in relatively short supply (Leeds City Council, 

2007). In the draft Local Development Framework 

(Leeds City Council, 2009), the Council recognises 

the need for a better balance of dwelling types 

going forward (policy H4), the need for creating 

local ‘housing ladder’ opportunities and the 

importance of making use of brownfield sites. 

There is work to be done to convince developers 

that despite the greater difficulties of developing 

brownfield sites (Doak and Karadimitriou, 2007), 

there is value to be generated in this area. A 

more varied range of well-designed, moderate- to 

high-density dwelling types, including live-work 

options, could attract a wider range of household 

                                                                 
3
 See www.greenhouseleeds.co.uk  

 

types and enable households who move to this 

neighbourhood to mature within it rather than 

having to migrate to a different neighbourhood 

to meet their changing housing needs.  

 

There is a line of argument suggesting that rather 

than encouraging more independent living in 

ever-smaller households, new forms of co-

operative living and management will have to be 

encouraged in order to meet housing, well-being, 

environmental quality and care needs in 

affordable ways (Bliss, 2009; Williams, 2005).  

 

At an early stage, roads and pedestrian/cycle 

linkages will need to be reconfigured in order to 

improve quality of life in the area, to release 

some land for other uses and to create space for 

planting. Currently there are wide carriageways 

enabling road traffic to travel at speed through 

the area. Initial work by transport planners, 

including those in the City Council, has suggested 

various possible ways of re-routing traffic, cutting 

down on flows, reducing some road space and 

improving pedestrian and cycling connections. At 

the same time, attention needs to be paid to 

avoiding carrying out changes that will prejudice 

future site flexibility: the whole framework would 

be more future-proof if it kept options open 

wherever possible and included proposals for 

better linkages from the inner city to the city 

centre. Leeds is one of the few major UK cities 

still without a light rapid transit system. The 

latest proposal, for a trolleybus, would include a 

line connecting the city centre with the southern 

suburbs via Hunslet, on the eastern side of the 

city centre south area. A hub, enabling vehicles to 

turn, could be sited at Bridgend just south of 

Leeds Bridge. 

 

All the supporting services and amenities of daily 

life could be closer to hand in this neighbourhood 

than is usually possible in lower density suburban 

areas where they are less viable: retail, medical 

http://www.greenhouseleeds.co.uk/
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and educational services and leisure 

opportunities. Early approximate calculations of 

capacity in the area suggest that 8-12,000 

residential units might be accommodated, thus 

giving some basis for considering the range and 

scale of amenities that should be provided. Ideas 

of neighbourhood planning developed at the turn 

of the 20th century have relevance here:  limited 

size neighbourhoods with amenities within 

walking distance (Bliss, 2011).  

As households often choose their residential 

location according to access to good schools 

(Harland and Stillwell, 2007), an early plan to 

develop primary, secondary and eventually 

tertiary education facilities would help to attract 

and retain in-migrants. In any case, as energy 

prices rise, long journeys to school will become 

subject to the same pressures as workplace 

commuting and there may need to be a more 

dispersed distribution of smaller schools. There is 

something of an impasse about how to finance 

and deliver future social and other infrastructure 

(Raco and Henderson, 2006), though with the 

proposed ‘new homes bonus’ paid to local 

authorities, this could be a source of funding.   

Reduced affordability of new products and inputs 

will mean a higher demand for repair, re-use and 

recycling of materials and goods within the 

locality and thus a need to accommodate such 

activities. While residents will not wish to have 

noisy and noxious activities adjacent to their 

dwellings, there is scope for some of these 

‘closing the loop’ activities to be located within 

the city centre, and it will help to create jobs – 

albeit not as well paid as some of the jobs in 

financial and business services that grew at a 

great rate from the late 20th century until the 

crash. There will be some demand for office 

space, but it is unlikely that there will be strong 

growth in demand as digital connections enable 

remote working on a greater scale. The digital 

media and creative sectors are likely to be 

important components of the future economy 

and will include many kinds of work that have not 

yet been imagined. As a university city, Leeds 

could be amongst places that do relatively well 

out of the next generation of innovative 

entrepreneurs. 

 

Green space at different scales will be essential as 

an attractor to future residents and businesses, 

to enhance quality of life (Unsworth, 2005) and 

confer a range of environmental benefits: 

reducing the urban heat island effect, acting as a 

carbon sink and enhancing biodiversity (Gill et al, 

2007). Leeds City Council already aims to increase 

the number of urban trees. In 2010, a proposal 

was made to create a park on the south side of 

the River Aire (Leeds City Council, 2010b) as the 

city centre end of a large scale Aire Valley Area 

Action Plan and the LSDG has welcomed this as a 

positive start to reworking the whole area south 

of the river. A proposal for a complete flood 

defence scheme to protect the vulnerable areas 

of the city centre is now unlikely to go ahead, so 

all future development will need to take into 

account future flood risk.  

 

Local water harvesting and recycling could help to 

reduce the need for extra supply to be brought to 

this area and local sources of energy generation 

could also help to make the area as self-sufficient 

as possible, through a combination of micro-

generation and district-level, biomass-based 

combined heat and power generation. This also 

implies that there would be a benefit in Leeds 

retaining its wharves on the canal/river to allow 

material to be brought into the city centre 

avoiding road transport.  

 

The relocalisation of production and changing 

levels and patterns of consumption will include 

making opportunities to grow and process food 

closer to the market. It is unrealistic to think of 

Leeds being able to replicate the success of 

Cuba’s urban agriculture (Viljoen, 2005; Wright, 
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2008) but small quantities of food production 

could be incorporated into private and public 

spaces, as has happened in Todmorden, 

Middlesbrough and many other places in recent 

times (see Incredible Edible Todmorden website 

and Thackara, 2007). These projects have also 

had significant community cohesion and well-

being effects. Viljoen  (2005) suggests considering 

the whole city as a Continuous Productive Urban 

Landscape – networks of green spaces 

throughout the city, connected by cycle paths 

and walkways, which combine urban agriculture, 

recreation and a wealth of other uses. Bliss 

(2011) expounds these ideas for Leeds. In the 

longer term, this could even include development 

of vertical urban farming (Despommier, 2010).  

 

A neighbourhood designed with these ideas in 

mind would create an attractive place where 

people want to live in the long term and in ways 

that are less resource-intensive, supporting 

individual consumers in their attempts to reduce 

consumption by structuring an environment in 

which it is more feasible to achieve a low impact 

lifestyle (Heiskanen, et al, 2010).  

 

Further research   
Much more work is needed to refine the 

‘preferred scenario’ and work up ideas that will 

enable it to be fulfilled. Research is needed on 

the aspirations of and realistic prospects for the 

young adults entering the workforce in the near 

future. The lack of precedents for this kind of 

development in the UK constitute a considerable 

barrier to convincing planners, developers, 

financiers and future occupiers of the feasibility 

and desirability of such a course of action, so the 

reactions of potential consumers to various 

options for housing and neighbourhood design 

need to be investigated to test plausibility and 

practicality. 

 

 

Conclusions 

Future demand for accommodation in and near city centres is likely to be strong, and will be all the 

stronger if it is developed in a cohesive and visionary way. Private and public sectors need to think ahead 

about the evolving logic for place making and respond appropriately and creatively. As Landry suggests, 

there should be an approach that breaks boundaries between disciplines and encourages collaboration 

(Landry, 2004), and in this way the institutional capacity deficits that he identifies can be addressed. This 

has already started, with various different professionals coming together to start to map out ideas and 

liaising with a range of City Council officers to try to ensure that the ideas can be moved forward. It is 

challenging for actors from the old paradigm of planning and development to step into the new paradigm 

and to accept that there are opportunities that outweigh and counteract threats crowding the horizon. The 

evolution towards sustainability of an extensive area of a city centre will take several decades – longer than 

individual careers, let alone terms of political office. There can be no definitive and comprehensive plan, 

but a new framework for future development will encourage innovation. A new style of city living will be 

part of the answer to adapting to a resource-constrained world. Leeds has always been an adaptable city 

(Burt and Grady, 1994); its greatest adaptation may still lie ahead. 
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