
Unity Place, masterplanned by Feilden Clegg 
Bradley Studios, with blocks designed by 

them, Alison Brooks Architects and Gort Scott, 
demonstrates how high-quality, high-density 
housing can be achieved without building tall

High density, low rise
Building study
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Part of the London Borough of Brent’s wider 
South Kilburn regeneration programme, Unity 
Place is the redevelopment of the site’s former 
Gloucester House and Durham Court buildings. 
A Feilden Clegg Bradley Studios masterplan set 
out medium-rise buildings with robust, active 
street frontages, high-quality landscaping, 
a publicly accessible play space, car parking 
and an energy centre serving the wider estate, 
with the ambition to deliver a new residentially 
led development of 235 new homes for social 
rent. The brief required a scheme to improve 
the area and integrate the site with wider 
regeneration projects to enhance the strong 
sense of community within the estate. 
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Photography Paul Riddle 
 
Back in 2006, Feilden Clegg Bradley Studios 
(FCBS) and Alison Brooks Architects teamed 
up to design a new urban block on the fringes of 
Cambridge. That development, Accordia, went 
on to win the 2008 Stirling Prize and is lauded 
as one of the best examples of high-density 
housing in the UK in recent years. Fifteen years 
later that pairing has been joined by Gort 
Scott to revamp a tired urban site in Brent, 
north London. 

Unity Place is part of a larger 20-year-long 
regeneration scheme, which will see 2,400 new 

View through Unity Place towards 
St Augustine’s ChurchClient’s view

Unity Place is a key milestone in the 
South Kilburn regeneration scheme. 
Its completion signifies an important 
half-way point for the programme, 
which has now delivered 1,350 
new homes. 

The design teams collaborated 
closely to create buildings which 
significantly improve the internal 
living conditions for many existing 
residents while also enhancing the 
physical and residential environment 
of the neighbourhood, integrating the 
estate into the South Kilburn street 
plan. The resulting mixed-tenure 
development brings fantastic design 
to this prominent location. The play 
areas and residents’ courtyards are a 
welcome addition and the community 
is thriving.

Unity Place is the first project 
completion after the positive ballot 
outcome of 2019, which confirmed 
that residents continued to support 
the regeneration.
Emma Sweeney, estates 
regeneration programme manager, 
Brent Council

homes created across the area. Begun in 2004, 
the masterplan aimed to tackle problems 
on the South Kilburn Estate, which had long 
suffered criminal and antisocial behaviour, 
often making the wrong kind of headlines 
for shootings, gangs and drug dealing. The 
masterplan sought to demolish the estate’s 
many existing housing blocks and replace them 
with new buildings constructed in phases. 
One of the first was Alison Brooks Architects’ 
Ely Court, completed in 2016 (AJ 06.09.16). 
Located just around the corner from Unity 
Place, this scheme was nominated for the 2017 
Mies van der Rohe Award. Walking past this 
development on my way to visit Unity Place, it 
seems clearly to have bedded in well, with its 
balconies and front gardens personalised by 
the new residents. 

Like much of the masterplan for the wider 
regeneration, Unity Place aims to re-establish 
historic street patterns and adopts the area’s 
mansion block building type. Streets ripped out 
and replaced by modernist towers and podium 
blocks in the sixties are now being put back. 
It would not seem out of place in the Create 
Streets songbook.

At Unity Place, Alison Brooks Architects, 
FCBS and Gort Scott have deployed the 
mansion block and villa forms typical of the 
area and reinstated the 19th century street 
plan. The new development is orientated 
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Project data 

Start on site  July 2017 
(enabling works)

Completion  October 2021
Gross internal floor area 
26,964m2 (all blocks)

Construction cost  £75.5 million
Construction cost per m2 
£2,800

Architects  Feilden Clegg 
Bradley Studios, Alison Brooks 
Architects, Gort Scott

Client  London Borough Of Brent
Executive architect  RM_A
Structural engineer   
Buro Happold

M&E consultant  Buro Happold
Quantity surveyor   
Sweet Consulting

Project manager  Brent Council
Principal designer   
Sweet Consulting

Approved building inspector   
London Borough of Brent

Main contractor  Telford Homes
CAD software used 
MicroStation, Revit, Vectorworks

Annual CO2 emissions   
Unavailable

Landscape architect  Grant 
Associates

Performance data 

Percentage of floor area with 
daylight factor >2%   
55% (analysed) 

Percentage of floor area with 
daylight factor >5%   
0% (analysed)

On-site energy generation  N/A
Heating and hot water load   
Unavailable

Total energy load   
Unavailable

Carbon emissions (regulated)   
7.8 kgCO2/m2 (estimated)

Annual mains water 
consumption   
Unavailable

Airtightness at 50Pa   
3 m3/hr/m2 (estimated)

Overall thermal bridging heat 
transfer coefficient (Y-value)   
0.08 W/m2K (estimated) 

Overall area-weighted U-value   
Glazing 1.4 W/m2K 
External wall 0.15 W/m2K

Embodied/whole-life carbon   
Unavailable

Predicted design life   
Undisclosed

towards John Loughborough Pearson’s Gothic 
Revival, Grade I-listed St Augustine’s Church. 
‘The rose window feels a part of the courtyard,’ 
comments Alison Brooks Architects associate 
Nelson Carvalho. The masterplan does not 
make specific reference to the church, but 
the arrangement begins to draw it in, and it 
feels like a boundary to the site. The building 
blocks comprising Unity Place pull apart nearer 
to the church, giving views through to the 
development’s courtyards and green spaces. 
These include a new play space running down 
the centre of a new pedestrian street.

FCBS was the lead masterplanner but 
the project became an object lesson in 
collaboration. Each practice, working alongside 
landscape architect Grant Associates, 
contributed from an early stage and the key 
principles of the design were developed and 
defined as a team. These included: pushing 
the buildings to the street edges; human 
engagement with the buildings; courtyards in 
the centre of each block; and a range of heights 
between four to eight storeys. According 
to Carvalho, they have created ‘a family of 
buildings, which are similar, yet distinct’.

The materials palette – buff brick and glazed 
terracotta tiles – is shared throughout the 
development. Each building features a datum 
at four storeys high, above which each does 
something different. Gort Scott’s apartment 
block facing onto Cambridge Road sports 

vertical concrete elements that give an ordered 
rhythm. FCBS’s upper levels have inclined 
façades clad in terracotta tiles and Alison 
Brooks Architects’ mansion blocks feature 
mansard roofs and two-storey porticos that 
break down the mass of the building. Carvalho 
says that this approach ‘humanises’ the 
development and makes it more playful.  

The project was delivered through Design 
and Build and the architects were not novated. 
But they agree that quality was maintained 
throughout by the production of a very detailed 
Stage 3 report and a similarly detailed look 
and feel report for all the common areas. 
Common areas often suffer in Design and 
Build schemes but here the glazed tiles from 
the outside of the building are continued 
into communal stairwells and the numbers 
of apartments serviced by each core remain 
relatively low, adding to a personable feel. The 
architects retained a role as ‘design guardians’ 
throughout construction so they could keep a 
check on things as the pace ramped up.  

Originally conceived to be mixed-tenure, 
the scheme’s social housing would have been 
paid for by apartments for private sale. But, 
part-way through construction, Brent received 
a grant from the Greater London Authority, so 
the development became 100 per cent social 
housing. Residents are tenants from across the 
borough, many of whom are being rehoused 
as other poor-quality housing is redeveloped. 
Rehoming brought its challenges – a variety 
of flat sizes had to be accommodated, many 
within Gort Scott’s apartment block to the 
south of the site. The practice led a consultation 
with residents to ensure the new homes 

The architects retained a 
role as ‘design guardians’ 
throughout construction

Alison Brooks Architects Feilden Clegg Bradley Studios 
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incorporated some of their specific spatial and 
functional requirements. 

We need plenty of new homes and this 
scheme demonstrates how high-density 
housing can be achieved without building 
above eight storeys – and while maintaining 
London’s urban grain. At Unity Place, 
densification has increased the site’s original 
209 homes to more than 230 units, suiting a 
larger range of household sizes.

When the project started, ‘reclad and refurb’ 
was not part of Brent’s agenda, nor was the 
climate emergency front of mind. Previously an 
18-storey tower and five four-storey podium 
blocks with garages beneath had stood on 
the site. These were unattractive – some can 
still be seen across the road as they await their 
fate. The podium spaces created a threatening 
public realm and the flats had low ceiling 
heights and were in poor condition. Gort Scott 
co-founder Jay Gort comments: ‘It is with a 
heavy heart that you demolish a building. But 
the buildings here before were in such bad 
repair and had so many issues. In this case the 
positive factors outweighed the negative.’

While refurb is almost always the best option, 
as the AJ's own RetroFirst campaign says, it 
does not work in all cases. Here, what has been 
produced is much better for the urban grain 
and quality of public realm. Hopefully it will last 
a lot longer than the failed prefab blocks which 
came before it. 
Laura Mark is keeper at Walmer Yard

Landscape architect’s view

Five guiding principles drive 
the landscape and public realm 
design for Unity Place: activating 
outdoor spaces for the residents 
and the community; capturing 
the sun in three spaces; 
ensuring passive surveillance 
and active streets; creating 
spaces for biodiversity; and, 
finally, establishing a relationship 
to St Augustine’s Church.

By reinstating the original 
street between the blocks and 
opening up views towards 
the church, a new pedestrian 
street and communal space 
was created. A key challenge 
was striking a balance between 
maintaining views towards the 
church and the provision of play 
space to suit a variety of age 
groups. Three distinct spaces 
occupy the central space: two play 
spaces and a communal ‘winter 
garden’, planted with euphorbias, 
hellebores and eryngium 

giganteum ‘Silver Ghost’. Due 
to the close proximity of the play 
space to residential units, careful 
consideration has been given 
to the nature and type of play, 
to create a space that is both 
exciting and engaging for children 
of various ages while being 
visually pleasing and inviting to 
all residents. 

The two courtyards have been 
designed to support a variety 
of activities, based on public 
consultation feedback. The 
character of each is shaped by 
its respective ground conditions, 
offering different amenities and 
character on both podium and 
natural ground. 

Focused planting provides 
character and opportunities 
to socialise and play while 
still supporting more 
contemplative activities.
Lise Benningen, senior associate, 
Grant Associates

‘It is with a heavy heart that you 
demolish a building. But the 
buildings here before were in such 
bad repair and had so many issues’

Architect’s view

FCBS developed the overall vision 
for the site, within which FCBS, 
Alison Brooks Architects and Gort 
Scott adopted a unified approach 
to deliver individual buildings. 

The development draws on 
terrace, mansion block and 
villa typologies typical of the 
area. With buildings ranging in 
scale between four and eight 
storeys and frequent doors 
onto the street, a sense of 
urban domesticity becomes 
apparent that was lacking in the 
replaced buildings.

By creating a coherent 
urban block, strongly defined 
streetscapes and active frontages, 
the redevelopment restores 
the character and scale of this 
London neighbourhood and 
demonstrates how an appropriate 
level of density can be achieved 
without building tall.

Throughout the development 
of the design, structural grids 
were rationalised to minimise 
floor slab depths, reducing the 
amount of concrete within the 

scheme. Buff bricks were used to 
work in harmony with the context 
and walls were constructed using 
lime-based mortar, enabling 
easier recycling at the end of the 
building’s life. 

Operational carbon has been 
reduced in the design through 
a high-performance thermal 
envelope, optimised glass-to-
solid ratios, shallow floorplates 
to maximise daylight and the use 
of mechanical ventilation with 
heat recovery.

Residents’ health and 
wellbeing is promoted through 
excellent levels of daylight and 
ventilation throughout the homes, 
stairs and communal corridors.

High levels of acoustic 
separation, passive surveillance 
and resident privacy provide a 
sense of retreat. Larger-than-
average private and shared 
external spaces and a range of 
biodiverse habitats provide a 
choice of outdoor environments. 
George Wilson, associate, Feilden 
Clegg Bradley Studios

Gort Scott

Feilden Clegg Bradley Studios 
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Feilden Clegg Bradley Studios

Bay study Section

Ground floor plan

Typical floor plan

0 5m 0 1m

Design details

The buildings are a collection of 
different housing types that respond 
to precedents within South Kilburn 
and the wider north-west London 
area. The primary type is the mansion 
block, and each of the architects have 
interpreted the key characteristics of 
articulated roof-lines, recessed upper 
levels, dormer windows, repeating 
vertical bays and defined entrances 
individually. A common approach to 
the material palette and the creation 
of a family of repeating details across 
the scheme help to bring together the 
collection of individual buildings into 
a coherent family. 

The primary building material 
is a buff London stock brick, TBS 
Mystique, which is tonally responsive 
to the neighbouring Victorian 
architecture and complements the 
red brick of St Augustine’s Church. 
Each architect has chosen either 
light-coloured ceramic tile or precast 
concrete as an accent material, which 
helps to reinforce the articulation 
of upper floors and adds visual 
interest. All buildings have anodised 
aluminium cladding panels, fascias 
and window frames in the same 
champagne tone.

A key consideration of the 
development’s character was 
the solidity of buildings and the 
purposeful way in which they come 
to ground. This has been achieved 
through the integration of whole-
brick window reveals and the 
proportions of vertical piers. Across 
different buildings, special moments 
have been introduced across the 
façades at the base and parapet, 
where projecting brick detailing adds 
subtle relief and texture to elevations. 
Balustrade profiles have been 
designed to maximise views out and 
to conceal balcony clutter, helping to 
further unify the buildings.
George Wilson, associate, Feilden 
Clegg Bradley Studios 

PPC aluminium coping

Long-format glazed 
terracotta rainscreen 
cladding on vented system

Facing brickwork: TBS 
Mystique 215 x 65 x 102.5mm

Anodised aluminium 
window and door system

PPC steel railings

Projecting brickwork: TBS 
Mystique 215 x 65 x 102.5mm
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Typical floor plan

Ground floor plan

Bay study Section

0 5m

Alison Brooks Architects

0 1m

PPC aluminium coping

Long-format glazed 
terracotta rainscreen 
cladding on vented system

Facing brickwork: TBS 
Mystique 215 x 65 x 102.5mm

Anodised aluminium framed 
side-hung door system

Anodised aluminium 
rainscreen cladding 
on vented system

PPC steel railings

Cantilevered glass 
balustrade in recessed 
stainless steel channel



Gort Scott

0 5 10 M Ground  Floor

0 5 10 M Typical  Floor

52 53

0 5m

Ground floor plan

Typical floor plan

Bay study Section

0 1m

Parapet guard rail

Precast concrete element

Precast concrete element

Vertical open slits half-brick 
width within brickwork parapet

50mm-deep vertical recess half-
brick width within brickwork parapet

Facing brickwork: TBS 
Mystique 215 x 65 x 102.5mm

Anodised aluminium framed 
sliding door system

Anodised aluminium 
rainscreen cladding 
on vented system

PPC steel railings

25mm anodised aluminium 
soffit/sill/jamb/fascia flashing


