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This masterplan should 
be read in conjunction 
with the Riverside 
Sunderland Supplementary 
Planning Document. The 
architectural images 
contained in this document 
are illustrative. They 
establish guiding principles 
for development including 
height, massing and form; 
detailed proposals will 
be prepared to support 
planning applications 
for each site.

Riverside Sunderland
M

asterplan
3



In late 2019, Sunderland City 
Council published its vision for the 
regeneration of Riverside Sunderland, 
a city centre site spanning the 
River Wear. We had a hugely 
positive response to our plans, 
notably from Legal & General who 
pledged to invest £100m in modern 
offices next to our new City Hall.

The COVID-19 emergency has 
presented huge challenges to 
all UK cities. At the height of the 
pandemic we took the view that 
we should do everything possible 
to maintain the momentum at 
Riverside Sunderland, and this 
stunning masterplan is the result. 

The masterplan will ensure that 
Riverside Sunderland delivers 
much more than homes and offices, 
important though they are. This is 
a new community and a new urban 
quarter. We are determined that 
the site’s remarkable landscape 
setting and its rich cultural heritage 
should be reflected in outstanding 
urban design and architecture, 
Smart City infrastructure, and a 
sustainable development model 
that will contribute to the city’s 
carbon-neutral ambition.

The City Council will continue to put 
all its energy and resources behind the 
masterplan, working with the private 
sector, the Government, and local 
and regional partners to achieve our 
goals. We have already benefited from 
a successful community engagement 
process and we will continue to 
test our ideas with residents and 
businesses.  The renaissance of 
our city centre starts here and we 
want the whole city to feel a shared 
sense of excitement and pride.

Foreword
Councillor Graeme Miller,
Leader of Sunderland City Council

Introduction
Riverside Sunderland is a new 
urban quarter being created 
by Sunderland City Council on 
a superb riverside site in the 
heart of the city. 

This masterplan sets out 
our strategy to create 1,000 
homes for a community of 
2,500 people, and 1 million 
square feet of offices and 
workspace for 8,000 – 10,000 
quality jobs. Beautiful parks 
and public spaces will create a 
memorable landscape setting 
for Riverside Sunderland.
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 > a 33.2 hectare site on both sides of the River 
Wear. 

 > 19.5 hectares of developable land. 

 > the first carbon-neutral urban quarter in the 
UK. 

 > 1,000 new homes to buy and rent in four 
riverside neighbourhoods. 

 > a school, nurseries and other community 
facilities. 

 > more than one million square feet of modern 
offices in a new central business district, 
providing 8,000-10,000 jobs. 

 > a development site for a life sciences/ 
healthcare facility. 

 > two outstanding civic buildings: City Hall and 
the Culture House. 

 > a beautiful landscape park bringing life back 
to the river. 

 > two new bridges across the River Wear. 

 > a walking and cycling network. 

 > ubiquitous smart city technology.

Riverside Sunderland
M

asterplan
7



This is 
Riverside 
Sunderland

1

1.1   Revitalising the city centre

1.2  A framework for change

1.3  Community engagement: what we have learned
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1.1  Revitalising the city centre

Sunderland City Council is pleased to publish 
this ambitious masterplan for the regeneration of 
Riverside Sunderland, a 33.2 hectare city centre 
site spanning the River Wear. Sunderland has made 
great economic progress in the past 20-30 years, 
but the city centre has been left behind: the retail 
and leisure offer is disappointing, and the resident 
population is at an unsustainably low level.  

Riverside Sunderland and the city centre

The City Plan recognises these challenges and 
makes the revival of the city centre a priority. This 
masterplan shows how Riverside Sunderland 
will revitalise the city centre, setting out a 
framework for development and placemaking. 

City 
Centre

Riverside 
Sunderland

1.2  A framework for action

The change is already under way. The Beam – a 
60,000 square feet office building – is occupied, 
City Hall and the Auditorium - the final stage 
of the Fire Station project - will be completed 
in 2021. Many of the exciting projects detailed 
here will be delivered in the next 5-10 years. The 
masterplan tests and demonstrates the feasibility 
of the Council’s vision for Riverside Sunderland 
and sets benchmarks for design quality and 
sustainability. The strategy is informed by a 
deep understanding of the history, culture and 
topography of the site, and of the challenges 

facing Sunderland in the mid-21st century. 
The masterplan aims to provide a coherent, 
structured approach and a framework for action in 
a complex and challenging location by: 

 > creating an excellent environment 
for community life, business 
productivity and enterprise

 > supporting a rich and pleasurable quality 
of life for residents, workers and visitors

 > connecting people and places, and
 > creating a distinctive place of enduring quality.

Sketch development study
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In 2019, Sunderland City Council 
appointed a multi-disciplinary design 
team to develop proposals for the 
Riverside Sunderland site. Our first 
report, setting out the vision for a 
new urban quarter for Sunderland, 
was published in November 2019. 
At the launch event we were able 
to announce a £100m investment 
by Legal & General in new office 
space, welcome Ocado as the first 
tenants in The Beam, and mark the 
start of construction at City Hall. 

This document builds on that vision. It looks in 
detail at the entire Riverside Sunderland site 
and sets out our proposals for the creation of an 
attractive, mixed-use urban quarter on both sides 
of the River Wear. It shows how our aspirations – 
to establish a new community, bring thousands 
of jobs to the city centre, and create a stunning 
landscape setting – will be achieved. It establishes 
the principles that will guide future development: 
competitiveness, sustainability, biodiversity, 
health and wellbeing, and design excellence. For 
Sunderland to prosper in the mid-21st century, 
the city needs to reinvent itself and to be a model 
for a new kind of urbanism: dynamic, ethical 
and people-centred. The Riverside Sunderland 
masterplan sets out the blueprint for change.

1.3  Community engagement: 
  what we have learned

In early 2020 we launched our community 
engagement process, Imagining Riverside 
Sunderland. We set up a temporary exhibition 
in a pop-up shop at The Bridges, and more than 
400 people called in to meet with our team 
and share their ideas. That was followed by a 
4-day workshop at The Beam where 135 people 
took part in an intensive programme of site 
visits and discussions. There was enthusiastic 
support for the Riverside Sunderland vision 
and we took away six key messages, all of 
which are reflected in this document:

 > we need to focus on the relationship 
between Riverside Sunderland and 
the existing city centre, improve the 
connections between them and ensure 
that the benefits of growth are shared

 > we are not just building houses, we are 
creating a community; Riverside Sunderland 
must offer an attractive choice of homes to 
buy and rent, as well as social infrastructure 
such as schools, parks and shops

 > the city centre needs to attract talented 
individuals, and provide opportunities for 
local people; we need affordable workspace 
for start-up businesses, artists and makers

 > Galley’s Gill has stunning views of the river 
and the bridges, but people do not feel safe or 
comfortable in the area – this needs to change

 > we need to connect the different parts of 
Riverside Sunderland, and strengthen walking 
and cycling links with the rest of the city; we 
will need to build new bridges across the river, 
and make it easier to cross St Mary’s Boulevard

 > there is strong support for putting the 
city’s carbon-neutral aspirations into 
practice in Riverside Sunderland.
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The site is extraordinary. Riverside Sunderland 
will be developed on either side of the River Wear. 
The river sweeps past the city centre through a 
steep-sided gorge, up to 30m deep in places. It is 
spanned by the iconic Wearmouth road and rail 
bridges, which provide a dramatic point of entry 
to the city . Until the late 20th century, this part of 
the river was a densely packed centre of industry.1  

The masterplan spans three levels: the 
plateau on both sides of the Wear; the valley 
of Galley’s Gill, which descends from the 
plateau to the river; and the river edge. At all 
levels, the landscape setting is dramatic, with 

2.1  Location

Roker

Retail Park

University

University 

Riverside 
Sunderland

Retail

Holmeside Museum/
Mowbray Park

Sunniside

Vaux

Culture

Millfield

Riverside Sunderland in context

sweeping views upstream and downstream.
The riverside has played a pivotal role in 
Sunderland’s rich history, but in recent decades 
it has been abandoned, a casualty of the decline 
of the industries – mining, shipbuilding and 
glassmaking – that made the city great. The 
masterplan will regenerate the riverside and 
restore it to its central place in the life and 
work of the city. It will extend the city centre to 
the north and across the river, and strengthen 
connections to the two university campuses, 
and communities such as Millfield and Roker.
1 LUC, City of Sunderland Landscape Character 

Assessment, report for Sunderland City Council, 2015

Culture

Sport/
Stadium



Vaux

Vaux occupies land on the plateau, 
looking north towards the River Wear.  
It is separated from the Heart of the 
City by St Mary’s Boulevard. Until the 
late 20th century it was occupied by a 
grid of streets and a mix of small-scale 
commercial and industrial premises, with 
an enclave of housing to the west.

Farringdon Row

Farringdon Row was previously the site of 
Sunderland Power Station; it faces east 
towards Galley’s Gill and the bridges.

Ayre's Quay

Ayre's Quay is a tapering tail of riverside 
land that runs north from Farringdon 
Row to the Liebherr site. It was the 
site of Hetton Staithes and a variety 
of other traditional industries.

Sheepfolds

Sheepfolds had a strongly industrial 
character until the late 20th century. 
The area was dominated by Wearmouth 
Colliery, and large areas were occupied 
by railway sidings, with a dry dock and 
other industries on the riverside. There 
was also a cluster of workers’ housing.

Heart of the City

The Riverside Sunderland boundary 
extends into the established city centre; 
it includes Keel Square, the north side 
of High Street West and part of the 
Bishopwearmouth Conservation Area.

Riverside Park

Riverside Park comprises Galley’s Gill – 
once occupied by the coal exporting trade, 
and now a green space running down to 
the river – and both banks of the river.

2.2  Localities

The masterplan subdivides Riverside 
Sunderland into six areas:

Farringdon 
Row

Ayre’s Quay

Vaux

Heart of the City

Sheepfolds

Riverside 
Park
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2.3  Evolution of the site

The city of Sunderland developed from three 
settlements on either side of the River Wear. The 
oldest was Monkwearmouth, a monastic settlement 
on the north bank of the river; the medieval parish 
of Bishopwearmouth grew up around what is now 
Sunderland Minster, while Sunderland parish, 
also on the south bank, extended towards the 
mouth of the river. In 1796 the three parishes were 
connected by the first Wearmouth Bridge. 2. 

The Borough of Sunderland was created in 1835. 
It was already a substantial town, and it continued 
to grow rapidly. Between 1800 and 1900, the 
population grew from 26,000 to 182,000, and new 
industrial districts and suburbs spread out into the 
neighbouring parishes.  As the town centre began 
to take shape, new streets of civic and commercial 
buildings were laid out. On both sides of the river, 
heavy industry occupied the valley. By the mid-
19th century Sunderland claimed to be one of 
the greatest shipbuilding ports in the world. The 
riverside landscape was dominated by Wearmouth 
Colliery, shipyards, staithes, railway sidings and, 
later, Sunderland Power Station. Smaller factories 
and workshops sprang up on the plateau, and 
terraced houses were built in Sheepfolds and on 
the southern edge of Galley’s Gill. Pockets of spare 
land were used for allotments and pigeon lofts.

18th century 19th century

The City Council intervenes to halt decades 
of decline and kick-start the regeneration 
process. Pioneering projects – The Beam, 
City Hall and the Auditorium – signal a fresh 
start, and this masterplan is commissioned 
to set out a bold strategy for change.

2 The history and architecture of Sunderland are described 

in Michael Johnson and Graham Potts, The Architecture 

of Sunderland 1700-1914, The History Press, Stroud, 

2013; Michael Johnson, Sunderland in 50 Buildings, 

Amberley Publishing, Stroud, 2016; and Michael Johnson, 

The Sunderland Cottage: A History of Wearside’s 

“Little Palaces”, Amberley Publishing, Stroud, 2016.

By the mid-20th century the riverside was in steep 
decline. Many shipyards had closed, although 
the last clung on until 1988. Lambton staithes 
closed in 1968, Sunderland Power Station in 
1976, Wearmouth Colliery in 1993, and the Vaux 
Brewery in 1999. During this period, the remaining 
houses were demolished and, by the turn of the 
century, most of the Riverside Sunderland site 
had been cleared. The Stadium of Light opened 
in 1997, on the site of Wearmouth Colliery, 
creating a commanding new landscape feature.

20th century 21st century
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2.4  History and heritage

Large parts of Riverside Sunderland have 
been cleared in the past 30-40 years, and 
much of its industrial heritage has been swept 
away. Despite this, there is much of value 
and interest, and the combination of historic 
buildings, structures and landscape gives the 
area a strong and distinctive character. 

The schedule shows listed buildings in 
the Riverside Sunderland Area:

 > there is a group of fine Edwardian buildings 
in the Bishopwearmouth Conservation area, 
including the Empire Theatre (Grade II*), the 
Magistrates Court, and the Londonderry 
and Dun Cow pubs (all Grade II)

 > the iconic Wearmouth Bridges, road 
and rail, are Grade II listed

 > the North Eastern Railways Stables 
(Grade II) are in Sheepfolds, close to 
the remains of the Wearmouth Colliery 
coal staithes at Wreath Quay.

Other unlisted, but still valuable survivals include 
the recently restored Fire Station (1907), the 
railway tunnel portals in Galley’s Gill, the North 
Eastern Railway goods shed in Hay Street, and 
the cobbled path that winds up the hill from 
Wearmouth riverside to the Stadium of Light.

Grade Building Date Location

II* Empire Theatre 1907 High Street 
West

II Magistrates' Court 1907 Keel Square

The Londonderry 
(Peacock) 1902 High Street 

West

The Dun Cow 1901 High Street 
West

Monkwearmouth 
Railway Bridge 1879

Wearmouth Bridge 1929

Wearmouth 
Colliery Coal 
Staithes

c1900 Wearmouth 
Riverside

North Eastern 
Railway Stables 1884 Sheepfolds
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The masterplan sets out our strategy 
for revitalising and reinventing 
Sunderland city centre by creating 
an exciting and beautiful new 
urban quarter. The development 
of Riverside Sunderland will:

 > regenerate, restore and repurpose 
a large tract of degraded 
former industrial land on the 
north side of the city centre

 > act as the catalyst for renewal 
in the wider city centre 
including Sunniside, Holmeside 
and the Crowtree site

 > strengthen the inner urban area, 
including connections between 
the university campuses, and links 
to the coast and communities 
including Millfield and Roker.

3.1  Our strategic goals and targets

Built Edge Townscape Markers

Greenspace

The Riverside Sunderland site extends to 33.2 
hectares on both sides of the River Wear, including 
19.5 hectares of developable land. Development 
of most areas of the site will be well advanced 
by 2030, and it will be fully developed by 2040. 
It will be the first carbon-neutral urban quarter 
in the UK, and the masterplan will deliver:

 > 1,000 new homes to buy and rent 
in four riverside neighbourhoods, 
doubling the population of the city 
centre from 2,500 to 5,000

 > a school, nurseries, green spaces, play parks, 
gardens and other community facilities 
in all the residential neighbourhoods

 > more than one million square feet of modern 
offices in a new central business district, 
providing 8-10,000 new city centre jobs 
with a range of services and amenities, 
including a high quality landscape setting

 > a high profile city centre site for a life 
sciences/healthcare facility, to diversify the 
economy and create high quality jobs

 > two outstanding civic public buildings: 
City Hall and the Culture House - our 
great new city library, and a centre for 
family learning, making and creativity 

 > the restoration of Galley’s Gill and the 
riverside to create a beautiful landscape 
park and bring life back to the river

 > two stylish bridges across the River 
Wear to connect Riverside Sunderland 
to the university campuses and the city-
wide walking and cycling network

 > ubiquitous smart city technology, including 
5G and an innovative lighting strategy.

Riverside Sunderland
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Design excellence 

“Good design generates economic and social 
value…[it] is not just about the aesthetic 
improvement of our environment, it is as much 
about improved quality of life, equality of 
opportunity and economic growth” (Design 
Council). Riverside Sunderland needs to reflect 
our new-found confidence and ambition, and 
set the standard for design excellence.

Making connections 

We need to bring people to Riverside 
Sunderland, preferably on foot, by bike or 
public transport and we need a parking regime 
that meets the needs of occupiers without 
encouraging unnecessary journeys by car. The 
masterplan must reconnect a fragmented city, by 
establishing townscape markers and civic vistas, 
and by stitching new local routes for walking 
and cycling into the wider city/regional network.  

3.2  Key principles

Riverside Sunderland will be a special 
place that exploits the potential 
of its extraordinary location to the 
full. It will be a new community, 
a thriving business district and a 
focal point for civic, commercial 
and community life – framed in 
a beautiful landscape setting.

Ten key principles have 
guided the development 
of the masterplan:

Building communities 

Riverside Sunderland will repopulate the city 
centre and dramatically increase the daytime 
population. It will be a place to be enjoyed by all 
the citizens of Sunderland and by visitors to the 
city. It will offer new civic and cultural amenities, 
parks, open spaces and allotments, as well as 
community facilities and meeting places. It will 
be an inclusive community, with a variety of 
homes to buy and rent offering the people of 
Sunderland and the wider region the opportunity 
to be part of a unique city-living experience.

Responding to the landscape
Our approach to the masterplan starts with 
the Riverside landscape, its extraordinary 
topography, history and cultural resonance.  It is 
the most exciting regeneration site in Britain, but 
it also presents challenges relating to physical 
barriers and microclimate. The masterplan 
aims to maximise the drama of “living on the 
edge”, with views of the river, the gorge and 
abundant green space. The restoration of a 
built edge on the cliff tops overlooking the 
river will create a signature profile for the city. 

Bringing life back to the river 

Throughout Sunderland’s history, the Wear has 
been a working river and the lifeblood of the 
city’s economy but it has become detached from 
the daily life of the city. There is some leisure and 
recreational use but, in the Riverside Sunderland 
area, the river is a neglected asset. Our plans 
will bring people back to the river to enjoy the 
spectacular scenery and we will explore the 
potential to establish a new water sports hub.

Riverside Sunderland
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Health & wellbeing
Riverside Sunderland will provide opportunities 
and motivation to live well and nurture physical 
and mental wellbeing. Galley’s Gill will be 
restored to create a landscape park with 
opportunities for play, exercise and community 
growing. An extensive paths network, including 
two new bridges, will encourage walking and 
cycling throughout the site and by the river, with 
connections to the two university campuses, 
the coast and countryside. Our new city library, 
the Culture House, will be a sociable space 
providing nourishment for the mind and spirit. 

Environmental sustainability 

The City Council is developing an ambitious plan 
to achieve carbon-neutral status, and Riverside 
Sunderland will lead the way. Energy-efficient 
homes will be built using modern methods of 
construction (MMC), and we will promote the 
use of renewables and smart energy networks. 
The masterplan encourages active travel, public 
transport and the use of electric vehicles. We will 
conserve and enrich the ecology of the riverside 
landscape. Tree planting and sustainable urban 
drainage will promote climate change resilience.

Economic prosperity
Riverside Sunderland will create a dynamic 
new business district which will rebalance the 
local economy by providing high quality modern 
offices and workspace in the heart of the city. It 
will bring well-paid skilled jobs back into the city 
centre, attract inward investment, help ambitious 
local companies to grow, and encourage a 
new generation of entrepreneurs to launch 
tech, creative and other start-up businesses. 

Opportunities for local people
The community engagement process has 
highlighted the importance of ensuring that local 
people benefit directly from the regeneration 
of Riverside Sunderland. Everyone will gain 
from the revival of the city centre and the 
restoration of the riverside, and the direct 
benefits will include thousands of well-paid 
new jobs as well as 1,000 new homes – many 
of them available to rent. We will explore 
opportunities to strengthen the local MMC 
supply chain: over time, we hope to build 
homes that are truly “Made in Sunderland”, and 
we will work with local colleges and training 
providers to train local people for the new jobs.

Smart City
The City Council continues to invest in next 
generation fibre and 5G connectivity, creating 
the technology platform for an exciting lighting 
strategy and our wider aspiration to become 
one of the UK’s first smart cities. Riverside 
Sunderland will be a testbed for an approach 
linking Internet of Things (IoT) sensors, actuators 
and technology to connect components across 
the city. By deriving and utilising data from all 
these connections we can improve the quality 
of life and promote communications between 
citizens, the Council and other agencies.
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The drawing shows the 
relationship of Riverside 
Sunderland to the city centre 
and other inner-urban areas. 
The masterplan will repair 
the city’s damaged fabric 
by creating a memorable 
and engaging mixed-use 
urban quarter. It will give 
the city centre room to grow 
and adapt to the needs of 
the mid-21st century.

3.3  Riverside Sunderland in context

The core retail area, including The 
Bridges and High Street West
 
Other city centre districts, including 
Holmeside and Sunniside 

The Minster Quarter with its heritage and 
cultural attractions 

The Museum and Winter Gardens and 
historic Mowbray Park 

The Historic High Streets Heritage Action 
Zone (HAZ) 

The two university campuses at Chester 
Road and St Peter’s 

The coastal communities of 
Roker and Seaburn
 
Inner-city communities including Millfield 
and Deptford. 
 
The Port of Sunderland

The Stadium of Light
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The topography of the site is 
exciting but challenging, with 
a broad river running through 
a deep gorge. Riverside 
Sunderland will repair the hole 
left in the heart of the city by 
the decline of industry, and 
it will overcome the barriers 
to movement caused by the 
river and major roads.
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In Section 2 we introduced the six localities 
that make up Riverside Sunderland, with five 
development areas ranged around Riverside 
Park. Riverside Sunderland has a total land 
area of 33.2 ha, of which 19.5 ha – all on the 
plateau – is considered to be developable. 

3.4  Localities: land use

The character and function of the localities 
is explored in more detail in Sections 
4-7, and the proposed land uses are 
summarised in the table opposite. 

C
entral Business D

istrict

Residential 

O
ther Em

ploym
ent

C
ivic &

 C
ultural buildings

C
om

m
unity Infrastructure

C
ar parking

G
reen space and recreation

H
ealthcare

Education / training

Site A
rea (ha)

U
ses

Localities 

Vaux 4.3 (ha)

2.9 (ha)

1.2 (ha)

9.1 (ha)

2.0 (ha)

13.7 (ha)

33.2 (ha)

Ayre’s Quay

Sheepfolds

Heart of the City

Riverside Park

Total Area (ha)

Farringdon Row
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The best-loved and most engaging urban places are more than the 
sum of their parts. They work because a rich mix of people, enterprises 
and activities come together to create vibrant streets and spaces and 
encourage interaction. They offer organised events and activities, but 
they are also the setting for the informal contacts and gatherings that 
animate city life.  A masterplan cannot prescribe a sense of community, 
but it can create the conditions for social interaction between:

3.5  Animating Riverside Sunderland

 > the 2,500 people who will make 
Riverside Sunderland their home, 
use the Riverside Park and grow 
food in community gardens

 > the 8,000-10,000 people who 
will work in the area and use its 
public spaces and facilities

 > the children who will go to 
local schools and nurseries, 
and use the play spaces

 > the entrepreneurs, artists 
and makers who will drive 
Sunderland’s creative economy

 > the communities of interest 
– from across the city and 
the region – who will come to 
Riverside Sunderland for sport, 
recreation, leisure and learning.

This section has described the 
building blocks for the Riverside 
Sunderland strategy. It shows how 
we will transform a unique site into an 
equally unique urban quarter, creating 
a place that reflects the culture 
and traditions of our amazing city. 
The following sections explore the 
vision in more detail, focusing on the 
landscape park (Section 4), residential 
development (Section 5), the central 
business district (Section 6), and 
civic and cultural assets (Section 7).

Animation will be “designed in” by providing a 
range of spaces and facilities: 

 > active ground floor uses including 
shops, cafes and restaurants

 > workspace, including studios, 
workshops and co-working spaces

 > social infrastructure including 
schools and healthcare 

 > community facilities including play spaces, 
meeting rooms, community growing 
spaces and tool storage/sharing

 > serviced sites for outdoor events and activities
 > mobility hubs offering bike hire and secure 

parking, and an electric vehicle car club.

We will review options including the 
creation of a community interest company 
to run an events programme, activate 
public spaces, build partnerships with local 
organisations, and encourage volunteering.   
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strategy

4

4.1  Riverside Park

4.2  Key elements of the park

4.3  Access and movement

4.4  Healthy, active and family-friendly

4.5  The cultural landscape

4.6  Bringing life back to the river

4.7  The public realm
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The Wear Basin

The dramatic landscape of Riverside 
Sunderland and the rich cultural heritage 
of the site provide an exciting and 
inspiring platform for the development 
of the masterplan. The topography 
of the site, especially the deep gorge 
that separates the Vaux plateau from 
Sheepfolds, presents undoubted 
challenges, but the potential is 
enormous and the masterplan seeks 
to capitalise on its amazing views, 
the clifftop escarpment, the great 
river, woodlands and green spaces. 
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Riverside Park will be the focal point of Riverside 
Sunderland. With a land area of 13.7 hectares 
and a water space of 5.3 hectares, the park 
accounts for about half of the total site area. Two 
hundred years ago, Galley’s Gill – then known 
as Rector’s Gill – was a green valley in a green 
landscape. In the decades that followed the 
site was occupied by industry, and by the mid-
19th century it was intensively developed. The 
lower slopes of the valley were almost entirely 
occupied by an extensive network of railway 
sidings serving the Hetton and Lambton coal 
staithes. The portals of the tunnels that provided 
access to the waterfront still survive. This was 
a working waterfront, with more staithes on 
the north bank serving Wearmouth Colliery 
and a variety of other traditional industries. 

By the mid-20th century, industry was in decline 
and, in 1964, the architectural critic Ian Nairn 
described an area “gone wild: tumbled fragments 
of old industry sticking out of the steep slopes, 
rough paths and steps leading down to the water”. 
In the years that followed the site was cleared and, 
in 1989-91, a new landscape park was laid out. 
But its isolated location, surrounded by derelict 
land and major roads, and with no convenient 
river crossing, means that not many people 
venture into Galley’s Gill; the site has suffered 
from anti-social behaviour and vandalism. 

We will revitalise the park and 
unlock its huge potential by 
focusing on four key themes:

 > rediscovering the beauty and 
drama of the natural setting

 > celebrating the site’s rich 
history and heritage

 > animating the site and
 > re-connecting the park 

to the life of the city.

The daily life of Riverside Sunderland – its 
residential neighbourhoods, the vibrant central 
business district and the civic and cultural assets 
in the Heart of the City – will be ranged around the 
revived Riverside Park. The upgraded St Mary’s 
Boulevard will reconnect the park to the city and 
new bridges will connect communities across 
the river. It will become one of the UK’s great 
urban parks - a beautiful and ecologically rich 
green space where residents and their families 
will meet, play, relax, exercise and grow food. It 
will help to create an outstanding employment 
location, attracting inward investment to the city 
and providing high quality jobs. It will be a popular 
destination for visitors from across the region and 
beyond, and a site for sport, recreation and events.

4.1  Riverside Park

Rector’s Gill 1826 Galley’s Gill 1941
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DRAFTRiverside Park     
//Section Across Galley’s Gill

This section cuts through the upper art of Galley’s Gill, with the MSCP on the left and the Sunderland Eye Hospital on the 

right. It shows the various play areas and the communal growing space at Kingsley Gardens. The characteristic topography 

defines the different spaces and provides good visibility for passive surveillance.
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Our approach is guided by 
the principles of integrated 
sustainability. We will support:

a circular economy and low 
embodied impacts by:

 > conserving the existing landscape 
wherever possible

 > not moving material off site
 > avoiding over-engineered and 

intrusive interventions
 > using efficient designs, sustainable 

materials and nature-based solutions
 > working with the landscape to implement 

sustainable urban drainage

biodiversity and resilience by:
 > understanding the ecology of the site
 > creating habitats, corridors and 

networks for biodiversity gain
 > focusing on microclimate and 

shelter around buildings
 > maximising sunlight in outdoor 

spaces, play areas and allotments

community wellbeing by:
 > promoting walking and cycling
 > designing neighbourhoods that 

encourage outdoor time, healthy 
lifestyles, play and social interaction

 > clearly defining public, communal 
and private space

 > maximising exposure to greenery, 
sunlight and views.

The regeneration of Riverside Park is the 
centrepiece of our landscape strategy, which 
will define, integrate and connect different uses 
and localities across Riverside Sunderland. 
In addition to creating the park we will:

 > establish a high quality public realm in 
the developed parts of the site, including 
the four residential neighbourhoods 
and the central business district

 > invest in whole site infrastructure 
including the paths network, lighting, 
signage and sustainable drainage.

Riverside Park

Life sciences 
facility
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1. Galley’s Gill will be the busiest 
part of the park, and a focal 
point for leisure and recreation

Galley’s Gill will be the heart of the landscape 
park. The entrance to the park at the top of 
the valley will be close to the Farringdon Row 
neighbourhood and the new multi-storey car 
park. This will be a busy, intensively used 
part of the park, with facilities including a 
playground and a skate park. The land slopes 
down towards the river, past a balancing 
pond for the sustainable drainage system; the 
path passes through a narrow wooded defile 
below Gill Bridge, before the river meadows 
are reached. This area will be terraced, 
providing attenuation for rainwater and a site 
for biodiverse planting; it could also provide a 
platform for play equipment. 

The densely wooded land below the 
escarpment will be managed to improve 
visibility and introduce sunlight, and the 
portals of the historic Lambton & Hetton 
Staithes Tunnels will be restored and 
floodlit. This area could become an events/
performance space. At the foot of Galley’s 
Gill, the platform created for the first park 
will be upgraded to create a pavilion and 
events space overlooking the river, with steps 
down to the riverside. The pavilion will stand 
at the entrance to the low-level bridge.

4.2  Key elements of the park

As shown in the plan, Riverside 
Park will comprise 4 main 
functional/character areas: 

2. Kingsley Gardens will be a 
site for community growing

Kingsley Gardens will be created on the 
east side of Galley’s Gill, on the upper 
slopes. This will be a community-managed 
growing space for the residents of Vaux 
and Farringdon Row, with a combination of 
individual and communal plots. The site will 
be gated and there will be raised planters, 
growing frames for fruit and climbing plants, 
and an orchard. On-site facilities will include 
tool storage, a small meeting space, a 
greenhouse and communal composting.

3. Lambton Riverside will follow 
the river’s edge from Ayre’s 
Quay to Wearmouth Bridge.

A new low-level bridge will cross the river 
and arms of the park will extend upstream 
and downstream on the narrow strip below 
the escarpment. Upstream, the focus will be 
on improving the riverside path, woodland 
management and establishing connections 
to Ayre’s Quay – as well as bringing the 
river back into use for rowing, sailing and 
water sports. The new high level bridge 
connecting Vaux East to Sheepfolds (along 
the path of the Keel Line) will be a dramatic 
feature, and the steps and terraces below 
the Wearmouth Bridges will be restored.

4. Wearmouth Riverside, linked to 
Galley’s Gill and the city centre by 
the new low-level bridge, will follow  
the north bank of the river from 
Wreath Quay to Bonnersfield

The Cobbled Path, an old wagonway which 
climbs the steep gill from the riverside to 
the Stadium of Light, is a notable heritage 
asset which will be restored. The slopes 
and cliffs here are accessible at different 
levels, and their sunny, south-facing 
aspect should be exploited. The north 
bank of the river has been identified as a 
possible site for a water sports centre.

Landscape Character Areas

 1
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There will be four principal 
park entrances, linked to the 
walking and cycling network:  

 > Galley’s Gill: in a prominent gateway location 
with views of the sculpted grass landscape, 
play facilities and the Kingsley Gardens 
community growing space 

 > Farringdon Row: a point of access for 
residents of Farringdon Row and Ayre’s Quay

 > Cobbled Path: located in a small 
public space at the top of this historic 
wagonway, facing the Stadium of Light

 > Sheepfolds: a short distance from St Peter’s 
station and the new high-level bridge, this 
entrance will give access to Wearmouth 
Riverside and the low-level crossing.



Riverside Park



The park has an extensive network of paths, 
but connections to walking and cycling 
routes in the rest of the city are poor. The 
paths are unlit, and some ramps and steps 
are unsafe. We will invest in the network and 
create a hierarchy of routes comprising:

 > primary routes for strategic, cross-
city journeys, with onward connections 
to the  wider paths network

 > secondary routes and local paths, and
 > ramps and stepped access as required

4.3  Access and movement

a high-level bridge across the Wear, 
connecting Vaux to Sheepfolds 

a low-level bridge across the Wear, 
connecting the Lambton and Wearmouth 
Riversides 

the refurbished Gill Bridge, and 

a new bridge across the top of Galley’s 
Gill, connecting the multi-storey car 
park in Farringdon Row to Vaux

a bridge spanning the Cobbled Path, 
completing the link between the 
high-level bridge and the stadium

1

2

3

4

5

The bridges are discussed in more detail in Section 
8, but they are pivotal to the movement strategy 
for the site, creating a more integrated and 
connected network. The cross-river connections 
are particularly important, and priority will be given 
to delivering the high-level bridge by 2023, with 
the low-level bridge to follow in the medium term. 
These two crossings will perform different but 
complementary functions: the high-level bridge will 
establish the strategic link between Keel Square 
and the Stadium of Light and will be the preferred 
route for residents, workers and shoppers, as well 
as football fans on match days; the low-level bridge 
will unify the park, enhancing its recreational 
potential, bringing the Riverside Sunderland 
communities closer together and enabling 
them to access facilities throughout the site.

Other key features of the 
enhanced network will include:

 > paths will be repaired 
and resurfaced

 > step-free routes will be created 
and gradients eased 

 > the primary routes will be lit, 
relatively wide and usually 
step-free, and signposted

 > additional secondary/local routes 
will be added as required

 > pedestrians and cyclists will be 
segregated at the busiest points

 > interpretation boards will 
be installed at key locations 
and viewpoints

1

2

5

3

4

Riverside Park: the bridges

Five bridges will knit the 
route network together:
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Riverside Park will play a vital role in the life 
of Riverside Sunderland, helping to build the 
new community, integrate it into the life of the 
city, and promote health, wellbeing and social 
cohesion. The park will be complemented by 
green spaces and play facilities in each of the 
residential neighbourhoods. There is an active 
volunteering tradition in the city, and this should 
be supported through capacity-building, training 
and fund-raising. Residents, businesses, friends’ 
groups and sports/leisure organisations will 
have a key role to play in animating the park. 

Riverside Park will provide a playable landscape 
for people of all ages, combining traditional 
play and exercise equipment with an engaging 
environment for free play. Facilities will include:

 > playgrounds for infants and small children
 > adventure play including a parkour zone and 

a skate park for older children and adults
 > robust outdoor exercise 

equipment and fitness trails
 > a multi-use games area, and potentially
 > jetties, pontoons and an outdoor pool for 

sailing and watersports. 

The pavilion in Galley’s Gill will 
contain a community meeting 
room and storage for sports 
equipment, as well as a community-
run café providing training and 
work experience for people with 
special needs. The area around the 
pavilion will be an events space 
hosting concerts, performances 
and community celebrations. A core 
programme of high-profile events 
designed to attract thousands of 
visitors will be complemented by 
smaller, community-led gatherings.  

4.4  Healthy, active and family-friendly

Kingsley Gardens will be a dedicated site for 
gardening and community growing, and a 
valuable resource for people of all ages.  Learning 
from the experience of projects such as Hulme 
Community Garden in Manchester and Growing 
Middlesbrough, the Grown in Sunderland brand will 
be a powerful symbol of the city’s regeneration. In 
addition to growing and harvesting, core activities 
might include working with pre-school and school 
groups, gardening for people with physical or 
learning disabilities or mental health issues, and 
craft workshops. There may be opportunities 
to produce trees, plants and produce for sale, 
and to offer a community composting service.

Primary routes
Sculpture trail

Leisure & play area
Vista & observation point
Water activities
Community hub
Event space
Community garden & produce
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The Wear basin is a cultural landscape of national 
significance. Although the stock of historic 
buildings and structures has been reduced, 
the Riverside Sunderland site still reflects its 
extraordinary history, notably the city’s meteoric 
rise in the 19th century and its equally rapid 
decline in the mid-20th century. The challenge is 
to create a stunning urban quarter which sets the 
standard for the mid-21st century, while honouring 
and celebrating Sunderland’s proud past. 

This has already happened in the 
Bishopwearmouth Conservation Area, part of 
which is included in the Riverside Sunderland 
area. An outstanding group of Edwardian buildings 
has been renovated over a number of years, 
and an exceptional contemporary building, the 
Auditorium, will be completed in 2021. The Culture 
House, scheduled for completion in 2023, will 
be added to the ensemble. In Sheepfolds, we 
plan to repurpose two historic North Eastern 
Railway buildings – the listed Stables and the 
Goods Shed in Hay Street – and to convert 
a 20th century factory into apartments.

The challenge is greater in the Riverside Park, 
where the landscape is eloquent but the built 
record is fragmentary. In Riverside Park, the 
remains of Wearmouth Staithes, the nearby 
Cobbled Path, and the tunnel portals in Galley’s 
Gill will be conserved, but elsewhere the story 
will need to be told using creative interpretation, 
apps, augmented reality, storytelling, heritage trails 
and guided walks. The local history library and 
archive at the Culture House will be an important 
on-site resource, and we will encourage the 
use of historic place and street names to create 
a sense of continuity and a living heritage.

4.5  The cultural landscape

Public art also has a role to play. The artist, 
Ray Lonsdale, has been commissioned to 
design and fabricate three figurative pieces, 
including a life size sculpture of a Vaux 
Brewery dray hauled by two horses, which 
will be installed in 2021. Two other pieces, 
depicting twice-life size figures seated on 
benches, will be installed in Riverside Park.  

We will work with residents and the arts and 
cultural community to develop a public art 
strategy to guide future commissions, looking 
to balance these high quality figurative works 
with work in a more contemporary mode.

With port operations now restricted to the docks 
and quays at the mouth of the Wear, the river – 
which was once the lifeblood of the city – is an 
underused asset.  We want to bring people back to 
the waterside by encouraging walking and cycling 
along the riverbank. The events space and pavilion 
at the bottom of Galley’s Gill, and the new low-
level bridge will have an important role to play, but 
we will also explore the potential to encourage 
angling, sailing, rowing, canoeing and swimming. 

We have earmarked a site on Wearmouth Riverside, 
upriver from the low-level bridge, as a potential 
location for a watersports centre which might 
include a floating pool, decks, moorings and 
pontoons, with associated changing facilities 
and storage. This is a dramatic site, overlooked 
by Wearmouth Staithes and with views to the 
wooded slopes of Ayre’s Quay. The riverside 
path, which forms part of the C2C route at this 
point, is broad and enjoys a south-west facing 
situation. We will engage with water sports clubs 
and organisations to gauge demand for such a 
facility in the medium- to long-term, and we will 
scope out a business plan and funding strategy.

4.6  Bringing life back to the river
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The landscape park sits at the heart of Riverside Sunderland, giving 
everyone who lives, works and visits easy access to green space, 
inspiring scenery and the water. The park will be framed by development 
in the five localities, each of which will have an attractive formal and 
semi-formal public realm appropriate to its character and purpose.

4.7       The public realm

The residential neighbourhoods (see Section 5) will 
be healthy, safe, family-friendly green places. This 
will be achieved by: 

 > defining spaces: a clear hierarchy 
of public, communal and private 
space helps to promote neighbourly 
relationships and sociable behaviour

 > safe spaces: the layout of residential 
areas, passive surveillance, appropriate 
lighting and good management will 
encourage residents to use public spaces 
more often and for longer hours

 > pedestrian priority will be the rule throughout 
Riverside Sunderland, and streets will be 
car-free wherever possible, creating an 
environment that is safe and accessible for all

 > planting is essential, but it must take 
account of the ongoing maintenance 
liability, and future growth

 > playable landscapes should be part of 
every residential area, with dedicated 
play equipment as well as features that 
are fun to climb on and play around

 > Kingsley Gardens will act as a hub providing 
gardening advice, tools and other resources.

The central business district public realm (see 
Section 6) will be more formal, but the streetscape 
must still contribute to biodiversity, climate change 
resilience and sustainable urban drainage. There 
will be tree-lined streets throughout the CBD, 
and the principal walking/cycling routes will have 
a planted median strip. In addition to the Keel 
Line, which will extend onto the high-level bridge, 
public art works will be installed at key locations. 
A small cliff-top park will be created at Vaux, 
next to the high-level bridge, and we will exploit 
opportunities to create meanwhile spaces on sites 
awaiting development. St Mary’s Boulevard will be 
transformed into a stylish single-carriageway city 
street. The completed scheme will reclaim enough 
space to create a new city square and a linear park.
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5.1  Creating a new community

Riverside Sunderland will be a 
unique place to live: a carbon-
neutral community in a stunning 
landscape setting in the heart 
of a great industrial city. With an 
extensive walking and cycling 
network and easy access to public 
transport, Riverside Sunderland will 
encourage healthy living and reduce 
car dependency. Smart homes will 
be digitally enabled for comfort, 
convenience and energy efficiency. 
Community facilities will promote 
sociability and active citizenship.

We will build 1,000 homes to rent and buy, with 
community facilities and social infrastructure 
for a population of 2,500. The table shows how 
the first 800 homes will be delivered in four new 
neighbourhoods: Vaux, Farringdon Row, Ayre’s 
Quay and Sheepfolds. As the new community 
takes shape other opportunities will come 
forward, notably in the Heart of the City.

45% of the new homes (367 units) will be south of 
the river, at Vaux, Farringdon Row and Ayre’s Quay, 
and 55% (445) north of the river, at Sheepfolds. 
The majority (72%) will be houses and maisonettes 
including 378 3/4-bedroom family houses. Across 
the whole site, we will achieve a relatively high 
density of around 74 homes per hectare, and our 
plans to reduce car dependency and promote 
active travel mean that parking provision can be 
limited to slightly less than one space per dwelling, 
85% of which will be supplied off-plot, mostly 
in multi-storey car parks and parking barns.

Neighbourhoods

Residential development 
and parking

Maisonettes

Terraced town houses

Courtyard houses

Pele House/other apartments

Printworks apartments

Total dwellings

Density per hectare

On-plot parking

Off-plot parking

Total residential parking

Beds Site area (hectares) 1.5

126

84.0

107

44

28

6

48

-

16

91

2.0

163

81.5

147

32

51

16

64

-

36

111

1.2

78

65.0

70

-

21

23

34

-

24

46

11.0

812

73.8

724

208

300

78

178

48

109

615

6.3

445

70.6

400

132

200

33

32

48

33

367

2

3

3/4

1/2/3

Vaux

Farringdon Row

Ayre’s Q
uay

Sheepfolds

Riverside Sunderland
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5.2  Learning from the past

In the city’s industrial heyday people lived close 
to the river, with enclaves of densely packed 
housing on the southern edge of Galley’s Gill and 
in Sheepfolds. Riverside Sunderland’s residential 
neighbourhoods will all be situated on the plateau, 
often with views over the river and Galley’s Gill. 
Our proposals reflect Sunderland’s historic urban 
morphology.  This legacy is interpreted in the 
masterplan as a series of streets, courtyards and 

Townscape Markers

Key civic views and routes

clusters, ranged along the clifftop escarpment 
with its long vistas down to the sea, and near 
views of the river, Galley’s Gill and the city. At 
Vaux and Sheepfolds, a new generation of city-
dwellers will “live on the edge”, and the dramatic 
skyline of the industrial era will be recreated in 
a new form. Prominent buildings based on the 
historic Northumbrian pele house will act as 
markers throughout Riverside Sunderland, and 
the urban form will offer protection and shelter 
and provide comfortable outdoor spaces.

Built Edge

Profile seen from river and surrounding areas
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 > micro-community facilities such as guest 
accommodation, spaces for social gatherings, 
laundry rooms and secure storage facilities

 > embedded smart technology in every home.

Edge House types:

5.3  A new generation of 
  Sunderland house types

We used the community engagement 
events and market research to build a 
picture of housing demand in Riverside 
Sunderland. Popular features include:

 > houses and maisonettes with their own 
front door onto a street or court

 > small private gardens and courtyards 
 > access to outdoor amenity spaces where 

children can play safely and residents can 
exercise, garden and connect to nature

 > access to nearby “third spaces” such 
as offices, studios and workshops 

 > homes that can adapt to changing 
needs and family circumstances 

Pele House Apartments
Sunderland Courtyard Houses
Wearside Maisonettes

Other Residential types:

Houses
Apartments

 > Pele House Apartments
Pele Houses are 6 storey apartment buildings 
which will act as markers in prominent 
locations throughout Riverside Sunderland. 
Based on traditional Northumbrian watch 
towers, they will offer dual-aspect living 
spaces ranged around an open courtyard.

 > Sunderland Courtyard Houses
Sunderland Courtyard Houses will be built in 
clusters to create a sense of enclosure, shelter 
and community. The clusters will contain 
a range of dwelling types inspired by the 
Sunderland cottage. Every house will have its 
own front door, with courtyards and terraces to 
provide amenity space. The houses will be dual 
aspect to maximise light and views, and they 
will be stepped to create a distinctive profile. 
Limited parking will be tucked into mews 
spaces to keep the public realm car-free. Bins 
and bikes will be stored in shared facilities. 

 > Wearside Maisonettes
Wearside Maisonettes are inspired by the 
stacked maisonettes typical of the region. 
Reflecting the local preference for front 
doors and back yards, every dwelling has 
its own street entrance. The repeated 
modules can be adapted or aggregated 
to provide live-work, community or retail 
space, and a range of living spaces.

Guided by these principles, we have developed three exemplar house 
types based on local and regional antecedents, including the much-
loved Sunderland cottages. These house types have been designed 
specifically for the escarpment edge, where they will provide a strong 
and distinctive silhouette and make the most of riverside and green 
space views, but variations will be possible throughout the site.
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5.4  Carbon-neutral living

Riverside Sunderland will be one 
of the UK’s first carbon-neutral 
neighbourhoods. Our deep-green 
philosophy (see Section 9) will attract 
new residents from Sunderland 
and the wider region, motivated 
by the opportunity to be part of 
the solution to climate change and 
pioneers of a new way of living.

Key features of our approach will include:
 > designing for low energy consumption
 > maximising opportunities for heat recovery
 > integrating Riverside Sunderland into a 

city-wide low-carbon heating network
 > generating energy from renewable sources
 > reducing car dependency and supporting 

a switch to clean electric vehicles 

 > promoting a sharing economy for vehicles, 
power tools and other resources

 > using modern methods of construction (MMC).

Riverside Sunderland will be a showcase for 
modern methods of construction (MMC).  
Traditional housebuilding methods are inefficient, 
the quality of the product is unreliable, and 
the construction sector is facing severe skills 
shortages. The key features of MMC include the 
use of digital technology, factory production, 
and the improved whole-life performance of new 
homes. We have made a commitment to deliver 
all 1,000 homes at Riverside Sunderland using 
forms of MMC if possible. The sector is still small 
and building pre-manufactured homes at scale 
will be a challenge, but our aspiration is to build 
homes that are truly Made in Sunderland.



5.5  Quality of life

Our ambitions go beyond building houses. 
Riverside Sunderland will be a unique 
residential community, with four distinctive but 
complementary neighbourhoods. The design 
of the site will promote active citizenship, 
wellbeing and the concept of the 15-minute 
city where most routine, day-to-day needs can 
be met close to home. Some of the amenities 
provided will serve all of Riverside Sunderland 
while others will cater for the needs of each 
neighbourhood. Riverside Park is an example 
of the former, with green spaces, a community 
garden, play spaces and a pavilion catering for 
the whole community as well as visitors and 
people working in the central business district.

Each of the neighbourhoods will have some 
or all of the following facilities, creating 

spaces for people to meet or organise 
community / voluntary activities:

 > community open space
 > pocket parks and areas of public realm
 > a community hall/meeting room for 

gatherings, events and club meetings
 > neighbourhood sheds, greenhouses and micro-

gardening spaces. 

The mixed use neighbourhoods (Vaux 
and Sheepfolds) will offer:

 > workshops and co-working spaces
 > local convenience stores
 > cafes, which could be operated 

by social enterprises
 > a micro transport hub
 > primary healthcare
 > a primary school and nursery

Existing
Commercial
Medical 
Education 
Parking 
Work space 
Shops and cafés 
Library 
Transport hub 
Community space
Civic
Play areas 
Community event space
Communal gardens
Public square
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5.6  Four neighbourhoods

People will live in four residential 
neighbourhoods. Each will have a 
distinctive character but they will all 
contribute to the clifftop silhouette 
which will be a defining feature of the 
urban quarter. The new Sunderland 
housing types will be another unifying 
factor: they will be assembled in a 
variety of ways to respond to the 
local context and to deliver different 

densities, urban forms and characters, 
but throughout the site we will aim 
to achieve a harmonious connection 
between built form and public 
realm, and to promote sociability 
and neighbourly interaction.

Sketch study of the clifftop skyline

Please note that the plans and schedules of 
accommodation on the following pages are provisional. 
They will be refined at the detailed planning stage.

Farringdon
Row Vaux

Ayre's Quay Sheepfolds
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2b Maisonettes  44
3b Terrace town house  28
3b/4b Courtyard houses 6
Pele Apartments  48
Total    126

Commercial spaces  12,000sqft

Accommodation schedule

There will be 126 homes (78 houses/
maisonettes, 48 pele apartments) 
in the Vaux neighbourhood, which 
will also be the site of the 2023 
Festival of Future Living. The site’s 
proximity to the central business 
district and Keel Square lends itself 
to high density city living, which 
will be achieved by assembling 
houses in mews and courtyard forms 
inspired by historic precedents.
 
3-4 storey terraced and courtyard 
mews houses will be combined 
with contemporary maisonettes. 
6-storey pele house apartments will 
act as markers in key locations. The 
larger courtyard houses will sit on 

the cliff edge; there will be amenity 
space at all levels and the houses 
will present a picturesque saw-
tooth silhouette. Built thresholds will 
separate the clifftop promenade from 
the more sheltered domestic mews.

There will be a clear hierarchy of 
public, semi-public and private 
outdoor space, and residents will 
have direct access to the Kingsley 
Gardens growing space on the 
upper slopes of Galley’s Gill. Off-
site parking will enable the creation 
of intimate, people-centred spaces, 
and the grain and scale of Vaux 
will echo the best traditions of 
English domestic architecture.

Vaux
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Farringdon Row

When fully developed, the Farringdon 
Row neighbourhood will provide 
163 homes (99 houses/maisonettes, 
64 pele apartments) on the western 
edge of Galley’s Gill, on the site 
of the former Sunderland Power 
Station. The site will be approached 
from the east across the 1930s Gill 
Bridge. The crossing of the bridge 
marks an urban threshold, and a 
transition from the busy city centre 
to a more tranquil environment. 

Housing will be arranged in a similar, 
but slightly less dense, form to Vaux. 
There will be mews and courtyard 
spaces, but a higher proportion of 
family homes. Wearside maisonettes 
will create strong ends to terraces, 
while the pele houses mark the 
most important urban junctions. 
Established woodlands and new 
planting in Riverside Park will 
reinforce the neighbourhood’s sylvan 
setting, which will be underscored 
by an informal public realm strategy.

2b Maisonettes  32
3b Terrace town house  51
3b/4b Courtyard houses 16
Pele Apartments  64
Total    163

Accommodation schedule
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Ayre's Quay

Ayre’s Quay will provide 78 homes, of 
which 44 will be houses/maisonettes. 
The 34 apartments will include 16 in a 
pele block, and 18 which will be built 
above houses. The elongated form 
of the site and its elevated situation 
above steeply-sloping woodland 
dictate an approach which treats 
the neighbourhood as a belvedere 
or an inhabited wall. At the south 
end, a band of woodland separates 
Ayre’s Quay from Farringdon Row, 
emphasising its island character. 

The densities proposed for Ayre’s 
Quay are lower than the other 
Riverside Sunderland neighbourhoods, 
and the terrace house typology has 
been adapted to provide side gardens. 
Blocks of conventional apartments 
punctuate the sequence. At the 
south end of the site, a crescent-
shaped building containing houses, 
maisonettes and apartments will be 
combined with a pele house to form 
an arrival point, while a U-shaped 
apartment block will terminate the 
vista along Beach Street and engage 
with the historic King’s Arms pub. 
The public route through the site 
will create a riverside promenade.

2b Maisonettes  0
3b Terrace town house  21
3b/4b Courtyard houses 23
Pele/other Apartments  34
Total    78

Accommodation schedule
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2b Maisonettes  132
3b Terrace town house  200
3b/4b Courtyard houses 33
Pele Apartments  32
Printworks apartments  48
Total    445

Commercial spaces  37,000 sqft
Industrial spaces  36,000 sqft
Educational spaces          

Accommodation schedule

Sheepfolds

When fully developed, the Sheepfolds 
neighbourhood will contain 445 
homes, of which 365 will be houses 
or maisonettes. The 80 apartments 
will be divided between 2 pele 
blocks and the converted print 
works in Richmond Street. 

While the three other neighbourhoods 
will be built on vacant/cleared land, 
in Sheepfolds the historic street 
grid is intact and there are a number 
of businesses in the area. It also 
contains buildings of historic interest. 
The phasing of development will be 
determined in part by the timetable 
for acquisitions, business relocations 
and land assembly. The area will be 
family-friendly, but with a strongly 
urban character and a rich mix of 
uses. The new high-level bridge will 
land in Easington Street, creating a 
key north-south link across the river 
which will generate pedestrian and 
cycle traffic throughout the day, and 
carry match-day pedestrian traffic. 

On the northern edge of the site, a 
new commercial/industrial building 
will create a buffer between 
Sheepfolds and the Stadium, and 
a site has been earmarked for the 
Housing Innovation and Construction 

Skills Academy (HISCA). The former 
stables, which enjoy fine river views 
will be repurposed as a food and 
drink destination, with a market hall 
and studios for artists and makers. 
Elsewhere in the neighbourhood, 
two parking barns will provide a 
total of 338 spaces for residents 
and workers, and we have identified 
sites for a healthy living centre and 
local shops. The vacant site at the 
west end of Millennium Way is an 
ideal location for a primary school. 

Terraced housing will be used 
extensively, with maisonettes 
embedded at intervals, and forming 
bookends at junctions and corners. 
Pele houses indicate gateway 
locations by the Stadium of Light 
and the entrance to the high-level 
bridge. We propose to convert the 
print works in Richmond Street into 48 
loft apartments. Development on the 
south-facing slopes overlooking the 
river will be dominated by three-storey 
courtyard houses which will replicate 
the cliff-edge silhouette seen at Vaux 
and Farringdon Row. The public realm 
will be predominantly shared space, 
with priority for pedestrians and 
cyclists and designated play streets.
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Sunderland Future Living Expo is a four-year 
programme which will raise awareness of Riverside 
Sunderland and showcase modern homes. It 
will introduce the new urban quarter to local, 
regional and national audiences, positioning 
it as an exciting and aspirational place to live, 
especially for those want to be part of an active, 
ethical carbon-neutral community. The event 
is designed to excite and inspire the people 
of Sunderland, and to create opportunities for 
children and young people to learn, create and 
acquire new skills. The programme will also raise 
awareness of the Sunderland story among built 
environment professionals, housebuilders, the 
MMC supply chain, policymakers and influencers.

The Expo programme will span the period 2020-
2023, with three themed years followed by the 
festival – a major public event – in 2023: 

 > 2020-21 Advanced
the impact of MMC on the housing and 
construction industries; building skills and 
capacity and developing the supply chain.   

 > 2021-22 Green 
the carbon-neutral neighbourhood, nature 
conservation, community growing and the 
sharing economy 

 > 2022-23 Smart 
showcasing the impact of Smart Home/
Smart City technologies on the way we live.

5.7  Sunderland Future Living Expo

The event will culminate in the 2023 Festival of 
Future Living, which will run from May to August. 
The festival will be held on the spectacular 
promontory site at Vaux. It will attract 150,000 
visitors, with many more joining through digital 
channels. It will comprise 3 key elements: 

 > living houses will already be occupied by the 
first Riverside Sunderland residents; access 
will be restricted to respect occupiers’ privacy 
but visitors will get an early insight into the 
Riverside Sunderland experience.   

 > the Expo houses will be the highlight of the 
festival experience: contemporary houses by 
leading architects and interior designers will 
be fitted out as show homes, and some will 
even be available to rent for short breaks; this 
will be a unique opportunity to sample the 
Riverside experience and enjoy homes Made in 
Sunderland 

 > finally, a group of homes on site will 
showcase modern methods of construction, 
with viewing platforms to watch buildings 
being assembled in real time.

By the time the festival starts, work elsewhere in 
Riverside Sunderland site will be well advanced. 
City Hall and other buildings in the central business 
district will be occupied, and the high-level bridge 
and the Culture House will be nearing completion.  
We will create an attractive, people-friendly setting 
for the Expo houses by completing the first phase 
of work on St Mary’s Boulevard and the restoration 
of Galley’s Gill, including Kingsley Gardens.

Keel 
Square

Galley's Gill 
Bridge

Mobility hub

N
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6.1  The city centre economy

Research carried out by the Riverside 
Sunderland team has highlighted 
the strengths and weaknesses of 
the city economy. Sunderland is 
one of Britain’s leading industrial 
cities: a leader in the automotive 
industry, advanced manufacturing 
and software, and the UK’s leading 
exporter, as measured by sales per 
employee. But in other respects we 
are lagging: the number of businesses 
relative to the working age population 
is small, and the business birth-rate 
is low. A long-term decline in the 
number of young people living in the 
city reflects a lack of opportunities 
for graduates and skilled workers.
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One of the defining features of the economy of 
modern Sunderland has been suburbanisation, 
with investment directed into out-of-town locations 
and business parks. A report by the Centre for 
Cities (2018) rated Sunderland as a weak city 
centre, with too much retail space and not enough 
modern office space.  Retail accounted for 46% of 
commercial floorspace in Sunderland city centre 
compared with an England & Wales average of 
26%. Offices accounted for just 21% of floorspace 
in Sunderland, but 50% in England & Wales. The 
quality of the office stock was also poor, reflecting 
a lack of investment over many decades.  

The city centre had become increasingly 
marginalised. Its contribution to private sector 
employment was at an all-time low, and the 
property market was moribund.  Reversing these 
long-term trends and re-establishing the city 
centre as a successful and dynamic business 
location are key aims of the City Plan and the 
Riverside Sunderland strategy. The policy is already 
beginning to bear fruit: The Beam, a 60,000 square 
foot office building at Vaux East, was completed 
in 2019 and will soon be fully occupied. In late 
2019, L&G announced a £100m investment in 
the central business district, with work on two 
new buildings scheduled to start in 2021-22.

Together with City Hall (which will open in 2021) 
these are the first steps in the development of 
a new central business district (CBD) on either 
side of St Mary’s Boulevard. When completed 
the CBD will provide 1 million square feet of 
modern offices.  A new life sciences facility will be 
established at St Mary’s Boulevard, and additional 
workspace will be delivered in Sheepfolds.   
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6.2  The CBD: modern office space for a   
  dynamic city economy

Sunderland’s new CBD will span St Mary’s 
Boulevard, bridging the gap between the 
historic city centre and Riverside Sunderland: 

 > the first phase of development, 
which will be largely complete 
by 2025, will be on the north 
side of St Mary’s Boulevard, in 
the mixed use Vaux district

 > the second phase, most of which 
will be built between 2025 and 
2030, will be in the Heart of the 
City, on four sites linking High 
Street West to St Mary’s Boulevard.

Early stage planning identified a total of 12 
development plots, some of which have been 
consolidated to create larger sites (see table and 
plan). Nine of the plots are in the Vaux district, 
and four are in the Heart of the City. The schedule 
shows that we will deliver more than a million 
square feet of office space in the CBD by 2030.  

 Sq ft (GIA)

CBD Built 2020-2023 2024-2030 Total

Vaux
Plot 11 (The Beam) 68,017 68,017

Plot 12 97,951 97,951

Plot 13-14 (City Hall) 191,115 191,115

Plot 15 154,558 154,558

Plot 16 114,743 114,743

Plot 17-18 107,531 107,531

Vaux sub-total 68,017 413,389 252,509 733,915

Heart of the City
Plot 19 118,456 118,456

Plot 20 140,856 140,856

Plot 21 102,472 102,472

Plot 22 70,611 70,611

Heart of the City sub-total 432,395 432,395

CBD total 68,017 413,389 684,904 1,166,310

12 13

21 20
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181716
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22
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The Beam (68,000 square feet) has been 
completed on Plot 11, and City Hall (191,000 
square feet) is under construction on Plots 
13-14. Next, L&G will develop two new office 
buildings on sites overlooking the river and the 
bridges: a 115,000 square feet building will be 
erected on Plot 16, with a 108,000 square feet 
development on Sites 17-18. The remaining sites 
on the north side of St Mary’s Boulevard are:

 > Plot 12, a high-profile site facing 
south to Keel Square, with an 
estimated capacity of up to 
98,000 square feet; this site 
marks the transition to the Vaux 
residential neighbourhood

 > Plot 15 (155,000 square feet) on a 
prominent site next to City Hall.

Development on the north side of the CBD will 
deliver approximately 730,000 square feet of office 
space by 2030. Building heights in Vaux will range 
from 4-8 storeys. Buildings in this prime office 
location will be aligned with the escarpment edge 
to the north and St Mary’s Boulevard; city blocks, 
which will echo the historic urban grid, are defined 
by north-south routes with views towards the 
gorge and the Stadium of Light. These secondary 
streets will be split into three linear pathways, with 
a central green spine flanked by walk/cycle ways. A 
one-way shared surface city street will run west-
to-east through the site, with access restricted 
to essential users and emergency vehicles. 

CBD Vaux

City Hall 

Set for completion 2021



CBD Heart of the City

The second phase of development in the CBD 
will be on the south side of St Mary’s Boulevard, 
in the Heart of the City. Proposals for Plots 19-
22 are still being developed and refined, but the 
City Council has already made some strategic 
acquisitions in the area. Work has started on the 
new hotel in Keel Square. The hotel’s U-shaped 
form will also offer active frontages onto a 
new public space on St Mary’s Boulevard and 
High Street West, and it will stand diagonally 
opposite the Culture House. We have identified 
4 development sites which are defined by the 
historic lanes linking High Street West to St Mary’s 
Boulevard. These sites will deliver approximately 
430,000 square feet of office space by 2030:

 > Plot 19 (118,000 square feet) 
between Pann Lane/Back Bridge 
Street and Green Street

 > Plot 20 (141,000 square feet) 
between Green Street and 
Cumberland Street

 > Plot 21 (102,000 square 
feet) between Cumberland 
Street and Queen Street

 > Plot 22 (71,000 square feet) 
between Queen Street 
and the new hotel.

The sites will be developed primarily for offices, 
but with active ground floor uses and potential 
for some other mixed use elements. On the 
south elevation the new buildings will step back 
from High Street West, rising to a maximum of 
7-8 floors. The northern boundaries of the sites 
have been realigned to reflect the downsizing 
of St Mary’s Boulevard to a single carriageway 
(see below) and the new buildings will have 
entrances/active frontages onto the street. The 
restoration and activation of the “lost lanes” 
will create a more permeable urban form and 
encourage pedestrian movement between the 
railway station and Riverside Sunderland.



Heart of the City 

Central business district



6.3 Shaping the CBD: place quality

The CBD will be transformed into 
a lively and engaging urban space. 
It will be the focal point of city life 
and a busy place at all times of 
day. This will be achieved by:

 > creating anchor attractions: between 
them, City Hall and the Culture House 
will attract a million visitors to the city 
centre every year, generating additional 
footfall and expenditure (see Section 7)

 > establishing connections: Keel Square will 
be the hub of a route network that connects 
Riverside Sunderland to Sheepfolds and 
the Stadium of Light (via the new high-level 
bridge), The Bridges, the University campuses 
and other key locations (see Section 8)

 > encouraging active ground floor uses including 
retail, food and leisure and social/community 
uses such as crèches and a mobility hub

 > urban design: the masterplan calls for the 
development of city streets where pedestrians 
and cyclists will feel safe and in charge and 
only essential vehicles are permitted; the 
welcoming, permeable form of the street 
grid will be enhanced by investment in 
a high quality public realm, and building 
entrances will be carefully placed to create 
clusters of activity at strategic intervals

 > public realm: the public realm strategy for 
Riverside Sunderland (described in Section 4) 
sets out guiding principles for the whole of the 
site; in the CBD it will establish a consistent 
standard for planting, materials, lighting, 
sustainable drainage and other features.

We will create a place of enduring 
quality.  Quality materials, careful 
detailing, sustainable construction 
methods, energy efficient 
buildings and an appreciation 
of the microclimate will be 
keynotes of our approach. 

Excellent contemporary architecture 
will create a competitive and 
attractive business location, and 
restoring the street grid will repair 
the city’s urban fabric. We will 
encourage designers to reference 
the architectural forms of the historic 
city and its industrial heritage. 
This will add authenticity and a 
distinctive “made in Sunderland” 
quality to the business district.

The restoration of the “lost lanes” 
linking High Street West to St Mary’s 
Boulevard will strengthen links 
between the old city and the new 
and create connections between 
Sunderland Station and Riverside. 
The lanes have been neglected for 
decades, but they are places of 
character and value, reflected in the 
richly detailed townscape of Pann 
Lane and Back Bridge Street. 
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St Mary’s Boulevard divides the CBD and severs 
the connection between the Heart of the City 
and Vaux. The boulevard will be transformed 
into a single-carriageway city street, and the 
speed and volume of traffic will be reduced. The 
central section, between Livingstone Road and 
Cumberland Street, will become a pedestrian 
priority zone with a shared surface. There will be a 
20 mph speed limit throughout, and a new traffic 
management regime will minimise through traffic. 

The road surface will be realigned: 
 > at the west end, it will run along the 

line of the south carriageway, creating 
a generous landscaped buffer zone

 > at Keel Square vehicles will switch to the 
north carriageway, creating space for a new 
urban park on the south side of the street 

6.4  St Mary’s Boulevard: making a great   
  street

Phase I, 2021

City Hall completed; 
street layout as existing

 > east of Keel Square, traffic will run along 
the line of the north carriageway, and the 
building line of the new offices in the Heart 
of the City will move closer to the street

 > the roundabout at the entrance to 
Wearmouth Bridge will be reconfigured 
as a signalled junction, releasing road 
space back into the public domain.

This is one of the boldest and most exciting 
moves in the masterplan. It will repair the urban 
fabric, and transform St Mary’s Boulevard into 
a lively and handsome city street. The work will 
require careful planning including the use of 
temporary traffic regulation orders (TROs) to test 
the new arrangements. It will be implemented in 
stages, with precise timings to be synchronised 
with planned construction work in Vaux.

Phase II, Temporary pedestrianisation

Temporary landscaping to test 
new single-carriageway street
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Phase III    
A green boulevard

St Mary’s Boulevard is 
transformed into the central 
business district’s main 
street. City Hall overlooks 
the pedestrian-priority street 
and a new city park.



6.5  Life sciences / healthcare facility

Next to St Mary’s Boulevard, and immediately to 
the west of the CBD, the masterplan identifies a 
0.8 hectare site for a life sciences or healthcare 
facility. This will be an important employment 
site in a prominent gateway location, close to 
Keel Square and public transport. Close to the 
University’s highly-regarded Pharmacy School 
and the newly established School of Medicine, 
the new facility will diversify the city centre 
economy, bringing high quality scientific and 
technical jobs to Riverside Sunderland.

We will work with the occupier to deliver a 
building of quality and presence, which will 
sit comfortably in the mixed use Vaux district 
while meeting the sector’s stringent clinical 
and technical requirements. Staff will have 
access to the new multi-storey car park in 
Farringdon Row, with limited on-site parking for 
visitors and a small number of essential users. 
Generous landscaping including green walls will 
screen surface car parking from the street.  

6.6  Creating a mixed economy

In addition to these headline moves, the 
masterplan identifies employment opportunities 
throughout Riverside Sunderland. Our vision 
for the new urban quarter aims to deliver a 
place of dynamism and diversity, melding 
uses to create a rich and authentic experience 
for residents, workers and visitors alike.

Sheepfolds is a case in point. Although the area 
has become very run-down it still contains a 
number of small businesses including printers, 
garages and building trades. Some businesses 
will need to relocate, but the northern edge of the 
neighbourhood could accommodate workshops 
and studios, forming a buffer zone between 
the residential area and the stadium, to create 
a more liveable environment. The listed North 
Eastern Railway stable block in Easington Street, 
which enjoys south-facing views across the river, 

is a natural candidate for reuse as a food and 
drink destination and a workspace for designer-
makers. We have identified the goods shed and 
adjoining land at the north end of Hay Street as 
a potential location for the Housing Innovation 
& Construction Skills Academy (HISCA), a joint 
venture between Sunderland College and MOBIE 
which will help to establish Sunderland as a 
leader in modern methods of construction. 

Elsewhere, the former Gilbridge Police Station 
has been acquired by the Hanro Group for 
conversion into a business centre for start-ups 
and microbusinesses. The repurposing of vacant 
and derelict buildings as co-working and business 
start-up spaces will be actively encouraged: they 
will help to address Sunderland’s enterprise deficit 
and bring much-needed vitality the to city centre. 
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Creating new 
attractions

7

7.1  Keel Square: the Heart of the City

7.2   City Hall

7.3   The Culture House

7.4  The Fire Station
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Keel Square is the Heart of the City – the 
crossroads location where Riverside Sunderland 
meets the historic urban core.  Three flagship 
buildings – City Hall, the Culture House, 
and the Fire Station – will flank the square, 
attracting visitors to Riverside Sunderland, and 
generating additional footfall and expenditure. 
The benefits will flow through the city centre, 
boosting the retail, leisure and entertainment 
sectors and growing the evening economy.

7.1  Keel Square: the Heart of the City

The new 80-room, 4-star hotel now on site on the 
east side of Keel Square will animate the space 
still further and, in the medium-term, it will be 
complemented by the completion of a high profile 
office building on Plot 12 of the central business 
district, and the extension of the CBD into High 
Street West. Nearby, but not within the Riverside 
Sunderland boundary, the site of the former 
Crowtree Leisure Centre will be redeveloped as a 
food, retail and commercial leisure destination.  

1
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Keel Square Hotel

The Culture House

The Fire Station2
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7.2  City Hall

City Hall will open in late 2021. A stylish 191,000 
square feet building occupying a prominent 
double-plot facing St Mary’s Boulevard, City Hall 
will be a symbol of Sunderland’s regeneration 
and restored civic pride. Standing next to the 
Keel Line, it will be an open, democratic space, 
the headquarters of the City Council but also an 
accessible meeting place for local groups and 
organisations. It will be the access point for vital 
services including housing, employment and 
benefits. 1,500 people will work here every day, and 
400,000 will visit City Hall every year. It will be city’s 
shop window, with facilities for civic events and a 
marketing suite to entertain prospective investors.

7.3  The Culture House

A new generation of modern libraries has 
transformed towns and cities in the UK, Europe 
and the rest of the world. We aim to create the 
UK’s best new library in Sunderland, and our 
proposals received an enthusiastic response 
when we tested them at the community 
engagement events. The Culture House will:

 > create an attractive, engaging 
community meeting place which will 
draw more than 600,000 visitors a year 
to Sunderland city centre, generating 
footfall, vitality and expenditure 

 > encourage community engagement and 
active citizenship by creating a friendly, 
supportive environment where the people 
of Sunderland can relax, meet, organise and 
participate in a broad range of activities 

 > celebrate Sunderland’s rich history and 
heritage and its distinctive contribution 
to the intellectual, industrial and 
cultural life of the North East 

 > raise awareness of Sunderland’s contribution 
to the modern UK economy through advanced 
manufacturing, exporting, innovation 
and the application of technology: 

 > stimulate a passion for knowledge and 
learning among people of all ages and 
abilities, and raise the aspirations, attainment 
and skills of young people in Sunderland.

Following an appraisal exercise, the Corner 
Flag site on the south side of Keel Square 
was identified as the ideal location for The 
Culture House, which will be an iconic 4-storey, 
80,000 square foot new building housing:

 > adult lending and reference libraries
 > libraries for children and young people
 > spaces for making, creativity 

and innovation, and
 > a local studies and archive centre

The service offer will combine traditional and 
digital media, and each of these functions will 
occupy a “room” within the Cultural House. 
These spaces will be raised above The Forum, 
an accessible and welcoming space, with a 
coffee shop and flexible spaces for meetings 
and community gatherings. The upper floors 
will lead out onto roof terraces, and activities 
will spill out from The Forum into Keel Square. 
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The Culture House 

animating the Heart of the City



7.4  The Fire Station

The Sunderland Music, Arts and Culture Trust 
is building the Auditorium as part of the £18m 
development of the city’s Culture Quarter. Phase 1 
consisted of the £7m restoration and repurposing 
of the iconic and locally loved 1907 Fire Station 
as an arts centre and the restoration of two 
Grade 2 listed public houses. Phase 2 will deliver 
the £11m Auditorium - a performance venue for 
music, drama, dance and comedy. The terracotta-
clad building will have retractable seating for 
450 people and a standing capacity of 800. This 
much-needed medium-sized venue will fill a gap in 
Sunderland’s cultural offer when it opens in 2021.

These three projects represent a step-change 
in the quality and ambition of development in 
the city centre. The synergy between them, 
the hotel, the Empire Theatre, The Bridges and 
the expanding central business district will 
animate the Heart of the City, and the benefits 
– in terms of footfall and expenditure – will 
spill over into the rest of the city centre.
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8.1  Digital city centre

Sunderland has been shortlisted for 
the 2020 Smart City of the Year award. 
Our Smart City programme sets out 
the six key themes of the business 
case for public and private sector 
investment in digital infrastructure: 

 > smart homes
 > learning and skills
 > Industry 4.0 – digital transformation
 > start-ups and enterprise 
 > sports, leisure and events
 > digital city centre.

Superfast 5G mobile internet connectivity 
promises faster download and upload speeds. 
Smart technology will be embedded in new 
homes in all the new neighbourhoods. Riverside 
Sunderland will be the ideal testbed for the 
Smart City programme, enhancing the city’s 
competitiveness and appeal to new residents, 
and enriching the city centre experience. It will 
be reflected in the design of new homes and 
the public realm, information on transport and 
mobility, interactive art works and opportunities for 
learning, training and cultural participation. Smart 
City infrastructure will be one of the key themes 
of the Expo Festival of Future Living, and it will 
put Sunderland ahead of the curve by providing 
tools for digital transition, transport innovation 
(including autonomous vehicles), building homes 
for the future, and health and wellbeing.

We have developed a lighting strategy to 
accompany the masterplan, setting out a 
structured approach and guidelines for a smart 
lighting system. A smart, environmentally 
responsible and sustainable lighting system will 
illuminate key movement routes, features and 
facilities throughout Riverside Sunderland to 
create a unique nightscape that will encourage 
positive activity and behaviour during the hours 
of darkness, and create a vibrant setting for life, 
work and leisure. The proposals will form part of 
a city-wide lighting strategy for Sunderland.

The key components of the strategy include:
 > the elements that support the lighting vision

 > the safety and wellbeing of users
 > making connections and 

enabling movement
 > City of Light: illuminating key 

features and destinations 
 > smart functionality and sustainability  

 > the principles governing the 
application of the strategy

 > providing safe and 
engaging illumination

 > establishing a hierarchy of 
spaces and routes

 > extending the hours of use of 
public space and facilities

 > prompting positive behaviour
 > providing a multi-purpose 

smart lighting system
 > minimising ecological and 

environmental impact
 > minimising operating costs.

8.2  Lighting strategy
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Proposed interventions include: 

 > a smart control system enabling dynamic 
responses to context and environment

 > extending the lighting suite used in the 
park along key movement routes and into 
the commercial and residential areas

 > creating a processional rhythm along St Mary’s 
Boulevard, using lighting columns, uplighting 
of trees and highlighting the public realm

 > highlighting stairs and level changes 
for safe access and to express 
the topography of the site

 > people-centric lighting on key pedestrian 
routes, with potential for interactive features

 > lighting for sport and leisure facilities 
to encourage evening use

 > rest-and-play space lighting for 
events and destination spaces

 > feature lighting for key buildings, 
townscapes and gateways

 > selective gateway lighting

8.3  Putting people first: access and mobility

Access and mobility are key to the success 
of Riverside Sunderland and our vision of 
a modern, carbon-neutral urban quarter. 
We have framed seven key objectives:

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

helping Sunderland to achieve its carbon-
neutral ambitions by promoting the 
new urban quarter as a clean, green, 
sustainable place to live and work
 
promoting active travel and the 
use of public transport, and 
reducing car dependency
 
minimising vehicle movement in the central 
business district, and reducing the volume 
and speed of traffic on St Mary’s Boulevard
 
ensuring that Riverside Sunderland 
is accessible to all, connected 
internally and to the wider city
 
creating new cross-river connections

accelerating the transition to 
clean electric vehicles
 
making best use of real-time travel 
and transport information.
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8.4  A plan for active travel

The regeneration of the city centre 
will drive an increase in the net daily 
inflow of commuters and visitors. 
The population will double and, as 
the attractiveness of the city centre 
grows, Riverside Sunderland will draw 
workers and visitors from the wider 
region. The area is already dominated 
by road traffic and, with Sunderland’s 
carbon-neutral ambition in mind, we 
will need to work hard to ensure that 
the increase in the daytime population 
does not result in increased traffic 
volumes, congestion and pollution. 

We will publish a travel plan for Riverside 
Sunderland. The key features of the plan, which 
will encourage active travel and aim to get 
more people out of their cars, will include:

 > the new residential quarters will enable 
people to live a full and rewarding life 
without a car, and encourage multi-car 
households to downsize to a single vehicle

 > residents, workers, shoppers and 
visitors will be encouraged to walk 
or cycle whenever possible

 > public transport (bus, rail or Metro) will be the 
default option for visitors from the wider region

 > walking and cycling will be the 
default travel modes while people 
are in Riverside Sunderland

 > electric vehicle hire will be available 
for people requiring a car while they 
are in Riverside Sunderland 

 > off-street parking for residents and essential 
car users will be provided at points of 
entry to Riverside Sunderland, so that 
through traffic can be kept to a minimum

 > Vaux and the Heart of the City will normally 
be car-free zones, with limited access for 
delivery, service and emergency vehicles.

8.5  Reducing car dependency

Riverside Sunderland’s green 
credentials, including the opportunity 
to own or rent an ultra-energy efficient 
home, will be particularly attractive 
to people who care about the planet 
and want to live sustainably. 

In Section 5 we described our approach 
to car ownership and vehicle access in the 
four residential neighbourhoods. Each of the 
neighbourhoods has a distinctive character 
and form, but they will all be medium- to high-
density developments, with parking spaces 
across the site (on-plot and off-plot) allocated 
at a rate of slightly less than one per dwelling.

The site’s central location means that, when 
the high-level bridge is completed, no homes 
in Riverside Sunderland will be more than a 
20-minute walk from the amenities of the city 
centre, including public transport, and most will be 
within 5-10 minutes. The Riverside Park, together 
with pocket parks throughout the site, will offer 
every resident access to high quality outdoor 
space for play, recreation and gardening. Living 
without a car, or with only one car per household, 
will therefore be an attractive proposition and 
we expect the number of households without 
a car to increase in the first 3-5 years. 

8.6  Electric vehicles

Sunderland is the largest producer of electric 
vehicles (EVs) in Europe and, as the technology 
develops and the network of charging points 
expands, take up of EVs will accelerate. The 
benefits in terms of noise, emissions and 
fossil fuel consumption are well known, and 
we will encourage the transition to clean cars 
by  ensuring that all on-plot parking spaces 
have passive charging provision (ducts with 
cabling) so that charging points can be installed 
as required. Active charging points will be 
supplied for early adopters and in the off-
street car parks. Car clubs and car hire fleets 
in Riverside Sunderland will be all-electric.
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8.8  Walking and cycling network

Walking and cycling networks will 
be integral to the design of Riverside 
Park and all the developed areas of 
the site. This integrated network, 
complemented by the lighting 
strategy, will generate footfall and 
vitality throughout the year. Busy 
places create a sense of confidence 
and security. The redesign of St 
Mary’s Boulevard will play a key role, 
connecting Riverside Sunderland to 
the core retail area and ensuring that 
the benefits of regeneration extend 
to the whole of the city centre.

Wider connections are key, and 
Riverside Sunderland’s paths will fill 
gaps in the existing, city-wide route 
network. The map shows some of 
the key links, including the cross-
city route between Silksworth and 
the coast, and connections to the 
National Cycle Network, National 
Trails and other long-distance routes. 
We will also establish new strategic 
connections across the inner-urban 
area, including the One Campus 
route between the university’s sites 
at St Peter’s and Chester Road.

Park Lane to Stadium of Light corridor

University One Campus route

Pedestrian Movement

C2C cycle path
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8.8  Bridges

The site is divided by the river, and by the 30m 
separation between the plateau and the river 
level. The Wearmouth Bridge is the only available 
crossing point in the city centre, but it is not a 
pleasant experience for walkers and cyclists, and 
it is peripheral to most of Riverside Sunderland. 
The lack of a direct connection between Vaux and 
Sheepfolds leaves the latter feeling isolated and 
inaccessible.  

The community engagement events showed 
that a new, high level bridge for pedestrians and 
cyclists is the top priority, essential to connect 
Riverside Sunderland north and south and to 
enable a cohesive community to form. The new 
bridge will connect The Beam, on the south 
bank, with the listed NER stables in Sheepfolds, 
a span of approximately 250 metres at a height 
of around 30 metres. A design for the bridge 
is being developed, taking account of factors 
including capacity (it will be very busy on match 
days), security and protection from the elements, 
as well as its relationship with the nearby 
Wearmouth bridges. Together, the three bridges 
will form a memorable and iconic ensemble.

A second, low-level bridge will link Lambton 
Riverside to Wearmouth Riverside and the 
Sheepfolds slopes, with a span of around 85 
metres and a height of 12 metres above river level. 
This crossing will connect Riverside Park, increase 
traffic on the riverside section of the Coast-to-
Coast (C2C) cycle route, and the largely neglected 
Cobbled Path, and will form a vital link in the 
One Campus route. The 1930s Gill Bridge, which 
links Farringdon Row to Vaux, will be upgraded, 
and we have also proposed a new bridge across 
the upper (south) end of Galley’s Gill, to provide 
level access to the new multi-storey car park.



8.9  Public transport

Riverside Sunderland is generally well provided 
with public transport. The north entrance to 
Sunderland station and St Peter’s Metro station 
are both within easy walking distance of most of 
the site. There are direct rail services to London; 
new trains are being introduced on the Metro, 
which will improve journey times and reliability; 
Northern trains to Teesside and Tyne Valley will 
soon be upgraded to a half-hourly service.

But encouraging people to switch to public 
transport remains a challenge. It needs to be an 
attractive choice based on high quality service 

and attractive environments. By common consent, 
Sunderland station is a poor point of arrival: a 
new southern entrance is promised by 2023, 
but improving the northern entrance is also an 
urgent priority. The Metro network provides 
a valuable link to Newcastle, but the service 
does not extend to Washington or the coalfield 
communities. The City Council will continue 
to press for investment in Sunderland’s public 
transport infrastructure: network expansion; new 
stations; clean-energy trains and buses; and real-
time travel information are all essential, and will 
play a key role in our carbon-neutral action plan.

St Peter's 
Metro Station 

Sunderland 
Station 

St Mary's 
Boulevard 
Bus Stop 

We will establish a mobility hub – a one-stop shop 
for mobility needs and services – on a prominent 
site in the central business district. The mobility 
hub will offer facilities including:  

 > secure cycle storage 
 > showers and changing facilities 
 > bike, electric bike and scooter hire 
 > bicycle repairs 
 > parcel lockers 
 > luggage storage 
 > travel information 
 > a coffee shop.

8.10 Mobility hub

We will also explore the business case for an 
electric vehicle car club to meet the 24-hour 
travel needs of residents, the City Council and 
other businesses. In order to avoid bringing a 
fleet of cars into the central business district, 
this facility – which would also require access 
to charging points – will be located at one 
of the gateways to Riverside Sunderland, 
probably in St Mary’s car park, with pick-
up points distributed around the site.

Source: Collaborative Mobility UK
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Our strategy will minimise 
road traffic, reduce speeds 
and exclude non-essential 
vehicle movements in the 
central business district.   

As described in Section 6 the upgrading of St 
Mary’s Boulevard to a green boulevard will be an 
early priority. Work on temporary lane closures 
and realignments will start in 2021, the new 
arrangements will be in operation during the 
2023 Expo, and the reengineering of the street 
will be complete by 2024-25. We are not seeking 
to exclude all traffic, although entry could be 
restricted to electric and low-emissions vehicles 
at a future date. The aim is essentially to create 
a pedestrian and cyclist-friendly environment by 
reducing the volume and speed of traffic, and 
discouraging through traffic. A 20 mph speed 
limit will be enforced, and the central section 
of the street – between Livingstone Road and 
Cumberland Street – will be a pedestrian-priority 
shared surface. These measures will be supported 
by a new traffic management regime, and improved 
pedestrian crossings at either end of St Mary’s 
Boulevard. At the east end of the street, the 
roundabout at the entrance to Wearmouth Bridge 
will be reconfigured as a signalled junction.

8.11 Road access

Vehicular traffic in the Vaux residential area will 
be kept to a minimum, with essential visitors 
entering and leaving via Livingstone Road. A 
new spine road, will serve the north side of 
the CBD (Vaux).  This will be a west-to-east 
one-way street: vehicles will enter the site at 
Livingstone Road and exit at Cumberland Street. 
Pedestrians and cyclists will have priority in this 
street, which will be a high quality green corridor 
through the site, with a 15 mph speed limit.
The Farringdon Row and Ayre’s Quay 
neighbourhoods will be accessed via 
Farringdon Row and Hanover Street. Goods 
vehicles will access Sheepfolds from the 
north via Stadium Way, with local access via 
Millennium Way and Easington Street.

8.12 Parking

We will ensure that residents can enjoy a full life 
in Riverside Sunderland without a car, and that 
no household will need more than one vehicle. 
The parking standards for the four residential 
neighbourhoods reflect this and spaces will be 
provided through a mixture of on-plot and off-
plot provision. Residents of Vaux and Farringdon 
Row will have reserved spaces (but not on an 
exclusive basis) at the new multi-storey car 
park (MSCP) in Farringdon Row, and there 
will be two parking barns in Sheepfolds.

An increasing proportion of work and leisure 
trips to the central business district (Vaux and 
Heart of the City) should be made by active travel 
or public transport, but the development of the 
central business district – and the restoration of 
Riverside Park - will inevitably generate additional 
parking demand during the working week and 
at weekend and evening peaks. As shown in the 
table, parking capacity can be shared between 
different user groups across the week.

Off-street parking will be supplied at MSCPs 
at either end of St Mary’s Boulevard, enabling 
users to find a parking space without the need 

Parking demand:

Weekday Peaks Evening Peaks Weekend Peaks

Offices Residents Residents

Shops Theatres Shops

Personal 
Services Arts Venues Parks

Cafés Restaurants Museums/
galleries

Professional 
Services Bars & clubs Sports events

Public Services Places of 
worship

to drive through the CBD. A new, 750-space car 
park will be erected at south end of Farringdon 
Row, close to the A1231, while the existing St 
Mary’s MSCP will cater for traffic entering the city 
from the east and across Wearmouth Bridge. In 
addition, there will be a modest amount of on-site 
surface parking at the life sciences development 
site, screened by generous landscaping.
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9.1  Sunderland’s carbon-neutral ambition

In 2019, Sunderland City Council 
agreed the city’s Climate 
Emergency Declaration. The 
Council has confirmed its ambition 
to create a “greener and cleaner” 
environment by achieving a carbon-
neutral footprint by 2030. 

An action plan will be published 
in 2021. It will set out a package of 
measures including the retro-fitting of 
homes and properties, infrastructure 
for climate change resilience, and 
attitudinal and lifestyle changes. It 
will establish new standards and 
principles for future developments, 
to ensure that they contribute 
to the carbon-neutral target.  

Riverside Sunderland will be a 
pioneering development, establishing 
the benchmark for climate change 
resilience, energy efficiency, the 
use of renewables, waste reduction 
and active travel. It will be one 
of the UK’s first climate positive 
neighbourhoods, attracting residents 
and businesses who care about 
the planet and want to play their 
part in tackling climate change.
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9.2  Embodied carbon

As awareness of the climate emergency has grown 
attitudes have changed, but too often the response 
has been inadequate and piecemeal. We need to 
talk less and do more, adopting an holistic and 
systemic approach that informs every aspect of life 
and work. Riverside Sunderland will be a test-bed 
for this new approach, and our net-zero ambition is 
reflected in every part of this masterplan. The way 
we do things here will be a source of inspiration 
for towns and cities throughout the UK. We will 
combine a thoughtful, carbon-aware approach 
to urban design, with opportunities for residents, 
businesses and visitors to be part of the solution.

Developments in Riverside Sunderland will need 
to address multiple emissions sources including 
upfront embedded carbon associated with 
construction and in-use carbon associated with 
resource and energy use during construction.

The chart categorises whole 
lifecycle carbon emissions:

 > building construction
 > building operations
 > regulated and unregulated 

energy use
 > maintenance and resources
 > end-of-life
 > beyond the lifecycle, and
 > occupiers' lifestyles

Building 
Construction

Whole-life net zero carbon
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from
 Reuse

Recovery
Recycling Potential

Building Operation

Regulated 
Energy Use

Unregulated 
Energy Use

Maintenance 
& Resources

Beyond the 
Lifecycle

LifestyleEnd-of-Life

Whole lifecycle embodied carbon 
assessments will be carried out to 
assess the likely carbon impact of 
developments. Mitigation measures 
will include: 

 > reducing the need for materials through 
lean and lightweight structural design, 
minimised cut and fill, and fewer finishes

 > utilising standard building elements 
to minimise material waste

 > reusing existing structures or materials 
to minimise demolition impacts 

 > using secondary, recycled and reused materials
 > sourcing local materials to reduce 

transport emissions
 > using materials with lower embodied 

impacts such as cement replacement 
and bio-based products  

 > adopting modern methods of 
construction (MMC) and design for 
manufacture and assembly (DfMA) 

 > working with suppliers who provide 
a take-back and reuse service.
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9.3  Circular design

To reduce lifecycle impacts and 
enable materials to be retained at 
their highest value, circular design 
principles will be encouraged, based 
on the following principles: 

 > longevity: using durable materials to 
reduce maintenance requirements

 > modular components that allow 
for flexibility and future use 

 > adaptability and flexibility: enabling 
buildings to be used for different 
purposes with minimal intervention 

 > disassembly and reuse: using components 
that can be easily removed and reused 
at the end of the building’s life.

 > assessment, benchmarking 
and record-keeping

9.4  Modern methods of construction

Riverside Sunderland’s new residential 
neighbourhoods will be a showcase for modern 
methods of construction (MMC).  Traditional 
housebuilding methods are inefficient, the 
quality of the product is unreliable, and the 
construction sector is facing severe skills 
shortages. The key features of MMC include the 
use of digital technology, factory production, 
and the improved whole-life performance of new 
homes. The potential benefits, identified by a 
House of Commons Select Committee, include:

 > faster and more predictable delivery 
through working indoors

 > better quality and accuracy, with zero defects
 > reduced production costs
 > a reduction in on-site labour, and 

improved health and safety for workers
 > factory-based work and standardised hours 

attracting a more diverse workforce
 > a significant reduction in energy consumption
 > opportunities to connect to existing waste 

streams to reuse and remanufacture materials

 > maximising value recovery from demolition 
through reuse and recycling

 > fewer deliveries to the site
 > lighter weight structures and 

shallow foundations
 > opportunities for occupier 

choice and customisation.

We will deliver as many homes as possible using 
forms of MMC. The sector is still small and 
building pre-manufactured homes at scale will 
be a challenge, especially if – as we intend – we 
want to maximise the use of local manufacturing 
facilities, materials and components. Our 
aspiration is to build homes that are truly Made 
in Sunderland. We will therefore be testing the 
market, working with local firms and seeking to 
attract inward investment to fill gaps in the supply 
chain. The proposed Housing Innovation and 
Construction Skills Academy (HISCA) will train a 
new generation of skilled factory housebuilders, 
and will showcase new technologies, and 
promote innovation and knowledge transfer.   
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9.5  Reducing energy consumption and   
  using clean energy

The way in which we generate and consume 
energy is changing, with decentralised energy 
networks supporting decarbonisation. Individual 
homes will generate and share energy to balance 
community demands. Riverside Sunderland 
will be a community designed around energy 
reduction and clean energy. Intuitive systems 
will allow for local energy management and 
sharing by residents and building users. 
Systems must be flexible and adaptable to 
allow for interconnectivity and technology. 

New homes will deliver ultra-high levels of energy 
efficiency, in line with the recommendations of 
the independent Committee on Climate Change 
(CCC) .  The orientation and massing of buildings 
will balance daylight and solar gain, and heating 
and hot water generation in all new developments 
should be fossil fuel free. Developments should 
be designed to generate more energy than they 
need; the surplus can be shared with nearby 
properties by connecting into local power and 
heat networks. Smart metering will enable 
occupiers to become their own energy managers.

Other measures to achieve high levels 
of energy efficiency will include:

 > fabric efficiency to reduce 
space heating demand 

 > use of low-flow hot water outlets 
 > use of wastewater heat recovery systems.
 > natural ventilation to minimise overheating 

and reduce demand for active cooling
 > high efficiency heat recovery 

for mechanical ventilation 
 > low energy lighting and energy efficient 

appliances with smart sensors and controls
 > use of heat pumps and other low-

carbon heating systems 
 > giving priority to on-site renewable 

energy including solar
 > active demand response measures, 

including thermal and battery storage, 
to reduce peak energy demands and 
smooth energy consumption. 

The table sets out indicative energy targets 
for new domestic and non-domestic buildings 
in Riverside Sunderland. The guidance will be 
refined and updated in line with the action plan. 

Non-domestic buildings

Domestic buildings

2020 targets 2025 targets 2030 targets

Operational energy 
kWh/m2/y 105 kWh/m2/y 70 kWh/m2/y 0 to 35 kWh/m2/y

Space heating demand
kWh/m2/y 15 to 20 kWh/m2/y 15 kWh/m2/y 15 kWh/m2/y

Peak heat loss
(including ventilation) 10 W/m2 10 W/m2

Small scale housing, 100% of annual energy requirement is generated on-site

Renewable generation 50% of roof covered 70% of roof covered 70% of roof covered

Embodied carbon
kgCO2e/m2 600 kgCO2e/m2 450 kgCO2e/m2 300 kgCO2e/m2

Portable water use
Litres/person/day 110 l/p/d 95 l/p/d 75 l/p/d

2020 targets 2025 targets 2030 targets

Operational energy 
kWh/m2/y 170 kWh/m2/y 110 kWh/m2/y 0 to 55 kWh/m2/y

Space heating demand
kWh/m2/y 15 to 20 kWh/m2/y 15 kWh/m2/y 15 kWh/m2/y

Peak heat loss
(including ventilation) 10 W/m2 10 W/m2

Generate the annual energy requirement for at least 2 floors of the development on-
site

Renewable generation % of roof covered % of roof covered % of roof covered

Embodied carbon
kgCO2e/m2 800 kgCO2e/m2 650 kgCO2e/m2 500 kgCO2e/m2

Portable water use
Litres/person/day 16 l/p/d 13 l/p/d 10 l/p/d
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Energy networks
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In addition to the building level measures outlined 
above, energy efficiency and a shift to renewable 
energy sources can be achieved through: 

 > carbon-aware urban design 
 > the creation of smart energy 

networks (SENs), and 
 > connecting the SENs to the proposed 

city-wide heat network.

Urban design

The massing and orientation of development 
in Riverside Sunderland’s new neighbourhoods 
and the CBD will take account of the 
site’s topography and microclimate, and 
support energy conservation by: 

 > modelling the microclimate to inform 
passive design, massing and orientation 

 > ensuring that the orientation and internal 
layout of buildings takes advantage of 
natural ventilation and balances access to 
natural light with mitigation of solar gain 

 > achieving good levels of sunlight in 
external public spaces, particularly play 
spaces, green areas and allotments

 > incorporating greenspace into the 
design of streets and public spaces.

Smart energy networks

We will promote the development of smart, 
integrated energy networks for the individual 
Riverside Sunderland neighbourhoods or, 
potentially, the whole site. These decentralised 
networks will integrate heat and power, renewable 
energy, battery storage and demand response 
intelligence. Features of such systems may include:

 > synergies between heating and cooling, 
with opportunities for heat recovery 
from cooling systems, service rooms, 
foul drainage and other sources

 > low-temperature energy sharing networks 

for mixed-use developments
 > energy storage to optimise the balance 

of supply and demand across the site
 > integrating the use of photovoltaics 

with community battery installations to 
support a smart and dynamic grid

 > integration of additional renewable sources 
such as wind and hydroelectricity

 > integration with a future city-
wide heat network.  

Developers will also be expected to 
support smart energy management by:

 > providing easy-to-use energy 
management controls

 > providing interconnections 
between energy systems

 > data gathering and sharing 
for community benefit

 > using artificial intelligence to 
optimise energy use

 > using dynamic energy pricing to 
encourage generation and storage

 > evaluating energy performance 
and providing feedback.

Smart meters will put homeowners and tenants 
in control of their energy management by 
supplying real-time information on the amount 
and cost of energy being consumed. 

City-wide heat network

Sunderland City Council is exploring the 
feasibility of a city-wide heat network which 
will use renewable energy from solar, wind 
and hydroelectric sources. We will monitor 
progress to ensure that smart energy networks 
at Riverside Sunderland can connect to the 
emerging network.  This will extend and amplify 
energy savings and accelerate progress towards 
Sunderland’s carbon-neutral ambition.  

9.6  Neighbourhood and whole site solutions 9.7  Zero waste and the sharing economy

Our aim is to ensure that Riverside Sunderland 
produces less waste, and that any waste 
that is produced can be recycled and reused. 
Waste segregation and handling will minimise 
contamination and enable a high level of recovery. 
Waste streams will be segregated, and commercial 
materials will be separated from residential 
materials. Guidance on reuse and recycling will 
be widely disseminated, and we will encourage 
sharing economy models to minimise demand 
for everyday items and utilise shared spaces. 
Community reuse and sharing services will include: 
 

 > waste collection and delivery services 
to minimise travel and encourage take 
back of materials and packaging 

 > community sharing schemes for 
power tools, e-bikes, camping 
equipment and other items 

 > provision of community meeting rooms
 > spaces for makers and start-ups, and 

to test remanufacturing technologies 
 > growing food and composting 

organic waste on site.
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10.1 Ecology

The River Wear flows through a deep gorge as it 
sweeps past the city centre. On the south bank, 
the valley of Galley’s Gill, once a site of industry, 
slopes down from Silksworth Row to the river. 
Rugged cliffs form the backdrop on both sides of 
the water. The area was made into a park in 1989-
91, but its isolated location means that it is little 
used and the condition of site has deteriorated 
over time. Benign neglect can result in ecological 
benefits – creating an “unofficial countryside” - 
but a better balance needs to be struck between 
the amenity of the area and its biodiversity.

Most of the designated Riverside Park area is 
included in the Wearmouth Riverside Local Wildlife 
Site (LWS). The Riverside Sunderland section of 
the north bank is excluded. A 2010 report by DWS 
noted that the LWS offers habitats including:

 > lowland meadow and pasture
 > magnesian limestone grassland, and
 > other broadleaf woodland.

National and biodiversity action plan (BAP) 
species include hedgehogs and otters, and 
there is “fragmentary” coastal plant interest. 
The woodlands in Galley’s Gill and on the 
south bank of the river were deemed to be in 
“unfavourable” condition due to their uniform 

structure, lack of dead wood, lack of veteran 
trees and woodland indicator species, and the 
presence of non-native species. Despite this, the 
LWS provides “a significant wildlife corridor…
particularly for more mobile species such as 
birds, otter and to a lesser extent, bats.”

Riverside Sunderland’s open spaces are 
valuable but they have been underperforming. 
Natural habitats have been lost, there are large 
areas of made ground, and there has been 
no management for wildlife. Enhancing the 
biodiversity of the site will be an important 
priority as Riverside Sunderland is developed.

Habitat Species

River Wear Strategic wildlife corridor for otter, 
fish (trout, salmon, eel) and birds

Woodland & 
scrub

Bats, birds, hedgehogs, and 
invertebrates

Grassland Flora, and avian and invertebrate 
fauna

Disused 
Tunnels

Bats

Ecology and biodiversity overview

Proposed new residential & commercial 
areas: Assess indirect impacts on coastal 
European sites and species; contribution 
to Coast Project to mitigate impacts, 
improve biodiversity and links through 
landscaping, gardens, green roofs and 
walls, and bird and bat nest/roost units. 

River Wear: Strategic Wildlife Corridor 
- otter, fish (trout, salmon, eel) and 
birds (especially wintering birds); limit 
disturbance (lighting, human activity) and 
assess opportunities for habitat creation)

Disused tunnel: Bats; assess and retain 
and improve access and features for bats

Grassland: Fiora, and avain and 
invertebrate fauna; retain and enhance 
through seeding, planting, weed, scrub 
and litter control, and hay cuts

Off-site opportunities: Wearmouth 
Riverside Local Wildlife Site (LWS) 
- grassland, woodland, bats, birds, 
hedgehog and invertebrates; mitigation 
and enhancement through sustainable 
habitat management, as above

Woodland and scrub: Bats, birds, 
hedgehog and invertebrates; retain and 
improve through selective thinning and 
planting, removal of litter and invasive/
non-native species, and provision of 
refugia and roost/nest boxes; limit 
disturbance (lighting, activity)
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10.2 Biodiversity gain

Our strategy will achieve a net gain in biodiversity 
by adopting the following approach:

 > most areas of dense vegetation and tree 
cover will be retained, but with targeted 
interventions to improve safety and enhance 
biodiversity; woodland margins will be 
managed to develop a wider range of habitats

 > invasive non-native species will be removed, 
and new planting will introduce more native 
species and create a better tree age profile

 > the present underperforming grassland 
areas will be managed to create 
botanically-rich meadow habitats 

 > the lighting strategy will be designed 
to take account of ecological 
sensitivities and constraints

 > interventions in and around the River Wear will 
take account of fish migration, otter habitats, 
bird life and other ecological considerations

 > in the long term we plan to replace 
steep engineered edges with re-
naturalised riverbanks.

A woodland management programme will clear 
undergrowth and shrubs, remove non-native 
trees and raise the canopy to admit more light. 
We will create more biodiverse meadows, with 
path edges and lawns being mown. These 
simple measures will make the park much 
more accessible, safe, useable, biodiverse and 
manageable, and they will encourage local people 
to return to the site and reclaim no-go areas.

The approach is practical and pragmatic. We will 
make incremental changes and monitor progress 
towards a more biodiverse green space. Research 
will continue to ensure that existing habitats are 
recognised and protected; dormant species will 
re-emerge as aggressive and non-native species 
are reduced. Species-rich grassland can be 
created simply by stopping mowing to see what 
grows, or by over-seeding the existing lawn. An 
infrequent mowing regime will reduce maintenance 
costs and environmental impacts. We propose 
that the steep wooded banks above Wearmouth 
Riverside should be designated as a wildlife 
refuge, with minimal intervention to enhance 
biodiversity. In the future this area might be the 
site for more ambitious conservation projects.

Wildlife refuge 
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10.3 Sustainable drainage

Our sustainable drainage strategy 
will make Riverside Sunderland a 
climate resilient “sponge city”:

 > Riverside Park will be a designated 
green sponge area, soaking up rain to be 
taken up by plants or into ground water; 
permeable surfaces will relieve pressure 
on the conventional drainage system

 > most paved areas in the park will 
direct surface water into adjacent soft 
areas, supplemented by French drains 
and local soakaways as required

 > detention swales will form a sculpted 
landscape in Galley’s Gill, where they 
will be combined with water terraces

 > in the central business district, including 
the remodelled St Mary’s Boulevard, 
the traditional drainage system will be 
augmented by SUDS infrastructure 

 > a variety of attenuation methods will 
be deployed in the four residential 
neighbourhoods (Vaux, Farringdon Row, 
Ayre’s Quay and Sheepfolds), including:

 > planted areas to soak up rainfall
 > permeable paving and sub-base
 > soakaway swales taking run-off via drains
 > rainwater harvesting.
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11.1  Riverside Sunderland - the key stages

VAUX   
CBD: The Beam (complete)
CBD: Plot 12   
CBD: Plot 13-14 (City Hall - on site)  
CBD: Plot 15   
CBD: Plot 16   
CBD: Plot 17-18   
CBD: Mobility Hub   
CBD: St Mary’s Boulevard   
Life sciences / healthcare facility
Housing Phase 1 (Expo site)
Housing Phase 2

FARRINGDON ROW   
Multi-storey car park
Housing
 
AYRE’S QUAY 
Housing

SHEEPFOLDS
Stables
HISCA 
Workspace 
Housing  
School 
HEART OF THE CITY 
Keel Square Hotel
Culture House
Auditorium (on site)
CBD: Plots 19-22

PARK/SITE INFRASTRUCTURE
Galley’s Gill
Kingsley Gardens
Lambton Riverside
Wearmouth Riverside
High-level bridge
Low-level bridge
Gill Bridge
Upper Galley’s Gill bridge
Stadium bridge

2020-2023 2024-2030 2030+

Phasing of Riverside Sunderland

Work on the first stage of the masterplan 
is already well advanced. 

 > The first key milestone will be 2023, 
when the Expo Festival of Future Living 
will be held and a number of early action 
projects will be completed or under 
construction in Vaux, the Heart of the City, 
Riverside Park and Sheepfolds; the high 
level bridge will also be completed. 

 > By 2030, the central business district will 
be fully developed, together with new 
residential neighbourhoods in Farringdon 
Row and Sheepfolds, and the regeneration 
of Riverside Park will be complete. 

 > In the 2030s, a new school will be built 
in Sheepfolds and the Ayre’s Quay 
neighbourhood will be completed
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11.2 Planning policy

Part 1 of Sunderland’s Local Plan (Core Strategy 
and Development Plan) was adopted in January 
2020. The CSDP, which covers the period from 2015 
to 2033, sets out strategic policies, allocations 
and designations for the future development of 
the city. Part 2 (Allocations and Designations 
Plan) will set out local policies including site-
specific policy designations and allocations for 
the development, protection and conservation 
of land in Sunderland. It will allocate Riverside 
Sunderland for mixed-use development.

A Supplementary Planning Document (SPD) 
for Riverside Sunderland will be published 
in late 2020. The SPD will provide the policy 
framework for consideration of development 
proposals throughout the site. In particular it 
will contain detailed advice on how Strategic 
Policy SP2 (The Urban Core) should be applied in 
Riverside Sunderland. Its stated purpose is to:

 > facilitate the delivery of Riverside 
Sunderland in a comprehensive 
and coordinated manner

 > facilitate the implementation of the 
Riverside Sunderland masterplan

 > provide a basis for informed and 
transparent decision making 
on planning applications

 > establish development principles 
and design guidance.

11.3 Maintaining design quality

This masterplan is not a statutory document, 
but it is vitally important as a statement of 
Sunderland City Council’s ambitious vision and 
high aspirations. We are very aware that, in order to 
achieve our goals and make Riverside Sunderland 
a truly transformative regeneration project, we 
need to set our standards high. City centres face 
huge challenges which demand a bold and creative 
response. Throughout this document we have 
stressed the importance of design excellence 
to create a competitive central business district, 
attract people to live in areas that have abandoned 
for many years, and encourage visitors to choose 
Sunderland as a great place to shop, experience 
the cultural offer and spend their leisure time.

We have already demonstrated our commitment 
to great design: the Beam, City Hall and the 
Auditorium are all contemporary buildings of real 
quality, and the 2023 Expo will showcase the best 
in domestic architecture as well as the benefits of 
modern methods of construction. This masterplan 
sets out guidance and design concepts for, among 
others, the Culture House, the transformation of St 
Mary’s Boulevard, key sites in the central business 
district, new residential areas, and the design of 
Riverside Park. These are not detailed development 
proposals, but they establish the essential 
principles that we intend to adopt, including our 
ambition to make Sunderland a carbon-neutral 
city. The proposals are carefully considered and 
feasible, and they draw on in-depth analysis of the 
site, and careful study of its history and culture. 
The exciting visualisations presented in this 
document reflect our vision in compelling detail.

Where Sunderland City Council is the developer, 
we will be in control of the design process, but 
large parts of the masterplan, especially new 
homes and office space, will be delivered by 
the private sector. We welcome that, and our 
experienced City Development team will work 
in partnership with developers and investors 
to ensure that what is delivered on the ground 
matches the vision set out in the masterplan, 
while taking account of the commercial 
realities. We will provide advice and support by 
publishing site-specific development briefs and 
guidance, and we will establish an independent 
design review process. Further details of these 
arrangements will be published shortly. 
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11.4 Community   
  engagement

This masterplan has already been shaped by 
Imagining Riverside Sunderland, the community 
engagement exercise that we carried out in 
early 2020. Feedback from our pop-up shop 
and the messages from the 4-day workshop 
held at The Beam confirmed that local residents 
have an appetite for change and a desire to 
get the city centre back where it belongs. 
People were excited about the Riverside 
Sunderland vision and they shared their ideas 
about the changes needed to make it happen. 
We have responded to those messages.

The talking will continue and every stage in the 
implementation of this masterplan will provide 
further opportunities for local people and 
stakeholders to get involved in the discussion 
and make their views known. Our original plans 
for community engagement have been disrupted 
by the COVID-19 emergency, but we will find 
creative ways to gather ideas and opinions, 
and we will be seeking views on early action 
projects including the first phase of housing 
at Vaux, the Expo and the Culture House. 

11.5 Brand identity

Riverside Sunderland is a new place. The 
implementation of this masterplan will transform 
the city centre experience and change people’s 
perceptions of Sunderland. By 2030, the site 
will have been transformed. New bridges will 
span the river, the resident population will be 
growing fast, and large parts of the central 
business district will be built and occupied. 
New civic and cultural facilities will be well 
established, and the restored Riverside Park 
will be busy with residents and visitors. 

The Riverside Sunderland brand will have a key 
role to play in raising awareness of this remarkable 
regeneration project, attracting people to live 
and spend leisure time in the area, and securing 
private sector investment. Applied to signage, 
wayfinding and interpretation boards, it will give 
Riverside Sunderland a distinctive look and feel 
and help to establish the new urban quarter as 
an exciting and distinctive destination in the city. 
It will be integral to the city branding exercise 
commissioned by the City Council in 2020.

We will shortly be publishing the Riverside 
Sunderland Brand Book, which will establish 
guiding principles for the promotion of 
the project and its component parts, 
together with a toolkit of resources. 
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11.6 Estate 
  management

Our vision for Riverside Sunderland is of a new 
urban quarter in a unique landscape setting. 
The park, the river and the public realm will 
go a long way towards defining the character 
of the area, and these green, blue and open 
spaces will need careful management to 
maintain the city’s appeal and competitive 
advantage. The key tasks will include:

 > street cleansing
 > routine management, including 

gardening and cleansing, of green and 
open spaces throughout the site

 > repairs and maintenance of the site 
infrastructure, including lighting

 > site supervision and security
 > concierge services and the 

operation of the mobility hub
 > support for a programme of 

events and activities.

We are developing detailed proposals for the 
funding and delivery of these services. Overall 
responsibility for the site will rest with Sunderland 
City Council, in fulfilment of its “cleaner and 
greener” pledge, but we are also examining 
the case for a dedicated Riverside Sunderland 
Management Company funded through a service 
charge levied on business occupiers and residents.  
We will identify opportunities for community 
volunteers to play an active role in the management 
of the site, including day-to-day responsibility for 
Kingsley Gardens, local parks and play spaces.  

11.7  Making it happen

The publication of this masterplan 
is an important milestone in the 
Riverside Sunderland project. It 
builds on the vision document we 
published in late 2019 and sets 
out our strategy for the creation 
of a new urban quarter. Now the 
focus moves to delivery, and in the 
coming months we will translate 
the proposals set out here into a 
detailed action plan. We will focus 
the resources of the City Council 

on implementing the masterplan, 
we will work in partnership with the 
private sector and we will engage 
with the people of Sunderland at 
every step along the way. We are 
under no illusions about the scale of 
the challenges we face, but we are 
optimistic that our bold vision and 
our can-do spirit will prevail, and that 
the 2020s will be a decade of change 
and achievement in our great city.
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