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Derwenthorpe – Vision to Reality 

This is the edited text of a talk given by Steven Burkeman to (mainly) residents of 

Derwenthorpe, on 11 October 2017 at the energy centre (aka the SSC) there.  For ease of 

reading I have not included references/footnotes etc., but they are available on request. 

--- 

We moved to Derwenthorpe a couple of years ago, and while we love living here, balancing 

two hats has sometimes been challenging (there have been some awkward moments at 

parties).  Today, while I’ve been advertised as a trustee, almost everything I want to say is in 

the public domain.   I’m grateful to my friend, and house vendor, Paul Black, and to Richard, 

now Lord, Best for telling me about aspects of the early part of the Derwenthorpe story of 

which I wasn’t previously aware.   Many thanks also to Frank and Liz Wilson, who live in 

Osbaldwick, and who gathered an amazing archive of material about the lead-up to 

Derwenthorpe -- some of it is laid out for you to look at afterwards. Which reminds me that 

of course, as residents Jane and I are ‘Johnnies-cum-lately’, moving in on 1st October 2015. 

There will surely be people here who know parts of the story which I don’t know, or who 

will spot things that I get wrong – my intention is to speak for about 25 minutes, so as to 

allow time for you to add to the story. 

To trace the beginnings of the vision for Derwenthorpe, you have to go back to 1904 when 

Joseph Rowntree wrote, in the context of the foundation of New Earswick:  ‘I do not want to 

establish communities bearing the stamp of charity but rather of rightly ordered and self-

governing communities’.  In some ways rather similar to Derwenthorpe, New Earswick was 

planned as a mixed community, with housing for workers and for managers – and ‘green’ in 

its way, with gardens for everyone, each with a fruit tree. 

Somewhat later, in 1988, Richard Best who had recently been appointed as chief executive 
of the Joseph Rowntree Foundation (JRF) and the Joseph Rowntree Housing Trust (JRHT), 
was keen for the Trust to embark on a new Garden Village, and his Trustees were 
supportive.  The Trust settled on a site, but decided to pull out in 1990 when the risk of 
subsidence from earlier mining became apparent. But by then, it had become unfashionable 
to build new communities which were too small for the necessary infrastructure – meaning 
that residents would have to drive to work, schools, shops etc. every day. 
  
By 1998, JRHT had a good deal of experience in pioneering the key ingredients for a new 
community. The Trust’s Lifetime Homes initiative developed accessible designs, and its 
schemes of mixed tenure/income housing were demonstrating how to avoid ghettoisation/  
stigmatisation of people on lower incomes.   
 
In 1996, York had become a unitary authority, and as a result a chunk of (neighbouring 
authority) Ryedale's land had fallen into York's hands: the Council planned to sell it to a 
volume house-builder on condition that 30% was developed as affordable housing and 
passed across to a housing association.  The Council asked if JRHT would care to be that 
housing association.  JRHT firmly declined this offer, believing that what would result would 
be a very basic estate, with social housing all together in one part of it. 
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The then Director of Housing for the City, Bob Towner, understood, and agreed to promote 
the idea of JRHT acquiring the whole site and drawing up a Masterplan for a sustainable, 
well-designed, mixed income new community. This would be an ‘urban extension’ - the 
acceptable form for major new development (defined as ‘the planned expansion of a city or 
town [which] can contribute to creating more sustainable patterns of development when 
located in the right place, with well-planned infrastructure including access to a range of 
facilities, and when developed at appropriate densities’).  JRF/JRHT Trustees cautiously 
approved this approach, and in June 1999, JRHT began a consultation process, distributing 
13,000 leaflets to everyone around the site. 
 
The City of York Council wanted to do something special on the site.  People were growing 
more aware of global warming, and the Council wanted an environmentally sustainable 
development.  For the JRHT, the priority was to create a well-functioning community, rather 
than simply a housing estate, with a mix of people with different incomes – a community 
that would still be a pleasant place to live in a hundred years’ time, as New Earswick is 
today.  
 
So JRHT and the Council got together to develop what became Derwenthorpe. The City 
agreed to sell the land to JRHT in return for careful attention by the Trust as lead developer 
to environmental and social sustainability, provision of affordable housing and community 
participation. (This, of course, would later come back to haunt the partnership as this 
transaction eventually ended up in the European Court). 
 
In 1999, JRHT held a competition for four finalists to produce a Masterplan. Each presented 

their case to the hundreds of local people who turned out for the consultation, over many 

days, in a marquee. In 2000 the PRP Masterplan was chosen (not the one that local people 

had chosen).  

The final Masterplan proposed 540, mainly family, houses on the site, with more than one-

third ‘affordable’. The community would have high-quality design, Lifetime Homes, traffic 

calming in home zones, sustainable urban drainage and careful attention to social mix, while 

provision of community facilities was intended to benefit both Derwenthorpe’s residents 

and surrounding neighbourhoods. The East–West power lines would be put underground 

for aesthetic and safety reasons. Finally, as at New Earswick, JRHT would be committed to 

the long-term and beneficial management of the public areas and social facilities of 

Derwenthorpe. 

Rather than starting on site by 2002, as JRHT originally intended, Derwenthorpe spent many 

years in the planning stages, with work on site not beginning until 2008. One cause of this 

delay was York’s difficulty in achieving an adopted local plan which would have clarified 

whether the site was in the green belt or not.  

There was a concerted process of objections, principally led by Osbaldwick Parish Council. 

While for the most part doubtless the objectors behaved properly, it is nevertheless the 

case that Richard Best and colleagues were subjected to quite a bit of harassment, including 

anonymous phone calls in the middle of the night.  Worse was the harassment of some of 

the residents of Osbaldwick who eventually supported the development. Ultimately, there 
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was a lengthy and expensive planning inquiry.  The discovery of two great-crested newts on 

the site further delayed things; then the objectors tried to have the land on which 

Derwenthorpe is built designated as a village common, which led to another inquiry, in early 

2008; and finally there was the European Court decision which required the City of York 

Council to put the sale of the land out to tender, which it had failed to do in its agreement 

with JRHT.   

In my view, embarking on the construction was a courageous enterprise, which took 

persistence in the face of great odds, and significant expenditure, skill and wisdom on the 

part of many people.  It took around 11 years to get on site and several £millions were spent 

by JRHT and the City of York Council dealing with the opposition.   

But in the meantime, JRHT embarked on three small initiatives aimed at learning lessons 
which could be applied to what became Derwenthorpe.   First, in 2005 it launched a 
competition called 21st Century Suburban Homes, aimed at building a small housing 
development on the site of a redundant used-car showroom in New Earswick. The objective 
was to provide affordable, high-quality houses and flats both for sale and for rent, which 
would achieve energy efficiency standards well in advance of the Building Regulations in 
force at the time. The dwellings, known as Elm Tree Mews, had to meet the requirements of 
the JRF Lifetime Homes standard and reflect the Arts and Crafts style of New Earswick, and 
in particular the Folk Hall, to which Elm Tree Mews is a neighbour.   
 
Second, in 2009, JRHT built two houses on Temple Avenue next to the Derwenthorpe site - 
numbers 54 and 69. These were intended to test different construction methods. Both 
houses have similar provision for ventilation, heating etc.  
 
Finally, at around the same time, JRHT bought number 67 Temple Avenue, a 1930’s semi, in 
order to retrofit it so as to see if it was possible to achieve the same exacting energy 
performance standards in an existing dwelling refurbishment as that being predicted for the 
Derwenthorpe prototype dwellings at 54 and 69.  (When I show visiting friends round 
Derwenthorpe, I always stop at the Temple Avenue entrance, and ask them to identify the 
most significant house they can see.  Of course, they never point to number 67.  Why is it 
significant? Approximately 80% of the homes we live in today will still be in use by 2055, so 
however many Derwenthorpes we can build, in terms of carbon emissions, it’s vital that we 
address the problem of our existing housing stock as well).    
 
Anyway, all three of the Temple Avenue houses were monitored by Leeds Metropolitan 
University experts - the same people who monitored the Elm Tree Mews development. 
 
My own first involvement came in around 2009 not long after I’d become a Trustee – and 

here, obviously, I speak as one.  All the objections, legal cases etc., had been dealt with, and 

trustees had to make a decision as to whether to go ahead.  It was a memorable meeting, 

unusually with only trustees in the room.  A lot of money had been spent in legal fees and 

the like, but the risks of going ahead were significant.   The Trust would be risking millions of 

pounds up front – on infrastructure, community participation, burying the power lines, 

paying legal fees etc.  At the start of the meeting, I couldn’t have predicted the outcome; by 

the end, there was absolute unity and commitment to building Derwenthorpe. Of course, at 



4 
 

this stage, I had no idea that Jane and I would one day live there.  (Sometime later, I 

happened to be one of two trustees available to sign the cheque purchasing the land on 

which Derwenthorpe is built from the Council.  And of course, when we bought our house, I 

had to sign the usual covenants – covenanting with myself). 

So – what was the extent of the vision for what became Derwenthorpe?  To understand this, 

one has to go back to the masterplan, prepared 15 years ago – it’s all there on-line.  There 

were three main priorities – 

1. an environmentally sustainable development which will not impact adversely on 

neighbouring communities; the masterplan used the following definition of 

sustainability: Meeting the needs of today without compromising the ability of future 

generations to meet their own needs 

2. a strong mixed tenure community with a high quality of life for residents; and 

3. a model which others contemplating edge-of-town extensions may find useful.  

More specifically, JRHT wanted to - 

• provide appropriate affordable housing – for families with varying needs and 

lifestyles in York under JRHT’s long-term ownership;  

• ensure that ‘future proofing’ is factored in, beyond Lifetime Homes;  

• create a sense of place through quality design;  

• provide well managed open space and park land with natural bio diverse habitats 

and conservation areas, play areas and play opportunities for children and young 

people of all ages, as an integral part of Derwenthorpe;  

• ensure that Derwenthorpe would have good links to the surrounding 

neighbourhoods; 

• ensure sustainability with the environment as a central theme - to push the 

energy efficiency performance beyond Code 4 within reach of Code 5 and 

beyond. To include the provision of a communal heating system thereby 

increasing the sustainability potential of the development; 

• provide traffic taming and incentives for reducing dependence on the car.  

An over-arching priority was the creation of a vibrant community, of around 1250 people, 

with a high level of involvement by its citizens in decisions that affect them all.  Running 

through the Plan are the ideas of sustainability; affordability; safety; community values; and 

high quality design. 

The planners envisaged streets with a 20mph speed limit, with natural traffic calming that 

discourages rat-runs, with a public transport link; as well as pedestrian-orientated zones 

where speeds would be reduced to 5 mph, linking the green spaces and providing safe 

routes to schools. On-street parking was to be carefully controlled, in clearly marked bays 

closely identified with individual homes and include provision for visitors. 

For community facilities, it was always envisaged that we would draw principally on 

neighbouring shops, library etc., but the plan  identified the need for – and here I quote --  a 

major new community facility … which, subject to discussion, could provide a community 
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hall, recreational facilities, crèche, meeting spaces, and community café. The community 

facilities would be provided in a landmark building located in the central square acting as a 

focus for the new settlement.  

But the plan also envisaged services such as a Supermarket Collection Shop, Cycle hire, 

Pharmacy, Post Office, Estate office of the landlord, Car hire office, & Bus stop, grouped 

around the energy centre – though it acknowledged the need for research to assess the 

viability of these amenities. 

On sustainability, the Plan acknowledged that reaching ultimate targets, such as zero fossil 

fuel use, was not feasible, but that progress could be made. Rather than the district heating 

system which we have, the Plan envisaged high efficiency gas condensing boilers in all 

homes, with thermostatic radiator valves, and easy to use thermostats and seven day 

programmers. 

What have we got?  Well, in my judgement, we have a great place to live for all sorts of 

reasons. It looks beautiful, especially on a sunny day. Unusually for modern houses, the 

space provided is very generous, with high ceilings. The large windows mean that the 

houses are wonderfully light.  They are also relatively simple to run, and easy to clean, as 

well as being built to code 4 energy efficiency standards.  We have a communal heating 

system; fibre to the home; in Phase 1, winter gardens, and MVHR systems (and in 

subsequent phases MEV systems) – though as we all know, these have not been without 

problems. 

The flood prevention measures – Sustainable Urban Drainage systems, or SUDS for short – 
not only work, as evidenced in the great Christmas floods in 2015, they also add significantly 
to the environment, by way of the two ponds and the wildlife which is attracted to them.  
Because the houses are built to Lifetime Homes standards, residents benefit from wide 
corridors and staircases (as well as the comfort of knowing that increasing personal 
decrepitude need not mean that it is necessary to move -- the houses are wired for a lift, 
stair lift, & bath hoist, and many have a downstairs toilet which could be converted to a 
wet-room). 
  
On transport, we have the Sustrans cycle track; the number 25 bus (as well as the nearby 
number 6); and a car club, to which each household has two years’ free membership.  Each 
household also gets £150 to buy a bike or a bus pass.   (Research on Phase 1 showed that 
despite these efforts, few households had reduced their car use, and take-up of the on-site 
car club was slow).  
 
On energy use more generally the research suggested that residents had lower than average 
carbon footprints from energy use in their homes compared with national survey 
respondents, as a result of their homes’ energy-efficiency standards.  
 
And a lot has happened which contributes towards building community. The York University 
research on Phase 1 found a high level of community activity and involvement. Residents’ 
level of connectedness was very high; on average, households cited eight other residents as 
friends.  In the early days, regular coffee mornings organised by JRHT provided the first 
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opportunities for residents to meet.  An annual Christmas tree lighting ceremony attracted 
residents from a range of social backgrounds. Also in the early days, the Derwenthorpe 
Residents’ Association provided a means of building friendship, connection and community.  
The community facilities – the playgrounds, the rooms at the energy centre, Crescent Park – 
are increasingly well-used, especially since the appointment of Joanne Lofthouse as 
manager and Chris O’Neill as caretaker.  There are regular play events for young children 
and their families, stargazing events (Derwenthorpe is an exceptionally good place to see 
the night sky), film nights, book clubs, a wine-tasting club, a choir, yoga classes, Pilates 
classes, Zumba classes, community gardening, sessions on wildlife observation and 
protection, sessions on digital inclusion (the provision of very fast broadband to 
Derwenthorpe has been a significant advantage), art classes, summer picnics -- and the 
range is expanding all the time.  JRHT created the Derwenthorpe Community Fund to 
encourage this kind of activity, and it is playing a valuable role in so doing.   
 
And it’s a genuinely mixed community, with housing tenures pepper-potted around the 

village, and all houses built to the same standards regardless of tenure.  

A hugely ambitious scheme has ‘taken off’, won awards galore, looks fabulous, and garners 

positive reviews from many who have the good fortune to live there. What is more, in my 

judgement, for the most part people who live there care about the place in a way which 

they would not in a normal suburban street development – you only have to come to an 

open residents’ association meeting to see the truth of that.   As the Civic Trust described it, 

in giving Derwenthorpe (Phase 1) an award, in 2014 – 

Embodying the ethos and legacy of the Joseph Rowntree Housing Trust, Derwenthorpe is a 
mixed tenure, exemplar community of energy efficient homes, designed to meet the 
demands of both current and future inhabitants. It delivers a sustainable residential 
development within a generous landscaped environment providing much needed housing on 
the periphery of York. The design draws on the rich architectural legacy of Joseph Rowntree’s 
model village at nearby New Earswick, planned by Parker and Unwin over a century ago. 
Steeply pitched roofs, painted brickwork and striking dormer windows are combined to 
create a distinctive sense of place. At the heart of the scheme is a well-designed public 
square with benches and local area for play. The movement infrastructure gives priority to 
pedestrians. ‘Home zones’ – single surface streets with no kerbs and limited car access and 
speeds – and landscaped courtyards provide further opportunities for play. All of the houses 
have private gardens and many have double-height sunspaces.  
 

But, inevitably, not everything envisaged in the Master Plan has come to pass.  Originally the 

intention was to have 60% social housing and 40% fully owned houses. In fact, it’s the other 

way round. We haven’t yet got the additional community facilities here at the energy 

centre. We didn’t get a half-hourly electric bus, but an hourly diesel one.  The performance 

of heating and ventilation systems is still not as it should be. There are continuing concerns 

about car parking and street lighting, as well as antisocial behaviour. So – Derwenthorpe is 

not Shangri-La, but only Shangri-La is Shangri-La – and it’s fictional anyway. 

I want to end with some questions – some challenges for the future.  How much further can 
we go to build a genuine socially mixed community? How do we get to know more about 
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each other and what each of us has to offer to the community?  What more can we do to 
encourage communal activity of various kinds, and maybe even communal ownership?  
What more do we need here at the energy centre to facilitate community? And what more 
can we do to understand what works well here already?  Why, for example, do complete 
strangers here stop to say “Hi” to one another?   
 
Joseph Rowntree wanted ‘self-governing communities without the stamp of charity’.  How 
could we move towards a greater degree of self-government?  
 
How much further can we go in making Derwenthorpe an environmentally sustainable 
community? What more if anything could be done to the houses here to make them more 
energy efficient?  Is there more we could do to the process whereby heat is generated for 
homes in Derwenthorpe to make it more efficient and sustainable? What more could be 
done to discourage car ownership and use, and encourage the use of, public transport, and 
for those who are able, bikes and walking?  What are the implications of more readily 
available and longer-range electric cars? Further ahead, what are the implications of the 
development of self-driving cars for Derwenthorpe? 
 
And, finally, there’s one big challenge to which we might, or might not, rise.  In the draft 
local plan, land on the other side of Metcalf Lane is zoned for a garden village of 845 houses, 
which the Council says it wants to be a sustainable development, described as one which 
uses ‘less energy (low carbon) while being built and during use, costs less money to run, and 
is designed to be a pleasant and healthy place to live and work’   Clearly, though, there’s a 
risk that it will be a standard new estate, without any of the features which make 
Derwenthorpe such a great place to live. Do we perhaps have a role in trying to ensure that 
it’s better than that – that it’s a worthy neighbour? 
 
Thank-you for listening -- I hope I’ve stimulated a few thoughts and look forward to the 

discussion.  

 

Steven Burkeman  

York, October 2017. 


