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Foreword  
 
Birmingham is undergoing a renaissance. The city is experiencing high levels of investment with 

major development schemes on site and extensive infrastructure improvements planned and 

underway. 

The continued evolution of the city centre is a vital part of Birmingham’s regeneration and through 

the Big City Plan we have a clear strategy to grow the centre as an important economic hub. As the 

next phase in the delivery of the Big City Plan, the Rea Valley Urban Quarter will become one of the 

city’s most exciting and diverse regeneration areas. This project will assist the climate change 

agenda with the River Rea proposals forming a key part of the city’s Route to Zero (R20) 

transformation. The quarter will see a series of mixed use neighbourhoods created, potentially 

accommodating over 5,000 new homes and integrating innovative space for businesses, services and 

leisure to develop and grow. 

Central to the area’s future success will be the delivery of high quality infrastructure including a 

network of high quality public realm, green spaces and pedestrian routes. The centrepiece of this 

network will be a reimagined River Rea.  Running through the heart of the area, the River Rea will be 

transformed into a green corridor with an environment which is adaptable, resilient and ecologically 

rich. Together with a rejuvenated Highgate Park, these two spaces will play a key role in supporting 

health and well-being benefits for local communities and achieving our overall aim for improved 

green infrastructure in the city centre. 

After listening to businesses, communities and key stakeholders I am now delighted to be adopting 

this SPD as the planning framework for the area and continue the drive to secure the inclusive and 

sustainable growth of this great city. 

We will continue to work closely with our key partners, including the Environment Agency, West 

Midlands Combined Authority, Transport for West Midlands, Homes England, landowners and 

others to secure the significant i investment that will enable us to realise the area’s full potential. 

 



1.0 Introduction 
1.1 The Rea Valley Urban Quarter is the next chapter in the story of Birmingham’s regeneration, 

capitalising on the growth to be brought about by the proposed Birmingham Smithfield 

development. The vision is for sustainable, well connected, liveable mixed use neighbourhoods, 

providing high quality residential environments alongside employment opportunities, local services 

and open space. 

1.2 The approach to the Rea Valley Urban Quarter will be focussed on celebrating the River Rea. 

Hidden from view and unloved, the river is arguably one of Birmingham City Centre’s biggest secrets. 

Away from the city’s streets, running behind industrial buildings and derelict sites, the river is 

confined to a modest brick lined channel, far below street level. By bringing it to life and creating a 

sustainable solution to managing water  and reducing flood risk, it will become the centre piece for 

one of the most exciting and unique developments in the city in recent years. The wider area will 

deliver new homes, jobs, infrastructure



¶ Introduce the area and explain the policy and development context; 

¶ Outline the ‘Big Moves’, the delivery of which will secure the vision for the Quarter; 

¶ Establish the over-riding development principles which will be used to guide the future layout 

and design of new development - resilience, design and connectivity; 

¶ Identify distinctive neighbourhoods within the Quarter, within which different approaches will 

be taken to development, reflecting local history, heritage, character, culture and 

communities; and 

¶ Set out the broad approach to the delivery of development, partnerships and the future 

procurement process. 

1.9 The Rea Valley Urban Quarter Supplementary Planning Document is not part of the statutory 

development plan but it will be an important material consideration in determining planning 

applications in the area. 



2.0 Context 
2.1 The Rea Valley Urban Quarter is one of Birmingham’s oldest neighbourhoods, an area rich in social 

and industrial history. Growing up at the crossing point of the River Rea, it is at the very heart of 

where Birmingham began in the 12th century. From its founding in medieval times, it became the first 

centre of industry in Birmingham, attracting iron merchants and skilled craftsmen to trade at its 

markets. A creative and industrious place at the outset, the energy and innovation which created the 

city hundreds of years ago is embedded in the area’s DNA. 

2.2 Although industrial today, the Rea Valley Urban Quarter was the product of an 18th century town 

planning exercise, when the Bradford Estate in Cheapside was formally laid out for housing plots. 

From here, a dense pattern of streets, courtyard housing, shops and pubs expanded rapidly 

southwards towards and over the River Rea. Then, during the 19th and 20th centuries, the area was 

redeveloped many times, and today it is predominantly industrial. However important local 







4.0 Development Principles 

 
4.1 A set of development principles is central to informing the creation of a distinctive, high quality 

urban environment for the



Street Park Link and Highgate Park. This will then link up to the wider green infrastructure network 

including St Luke’s, Park Central and Calthorpe Park, connecting the city centre out to the city’s 

suburbs to the south. 

4.7 As well as these strategic interventions, features at a more localised scale will include green 

walls, green and brown roofs, SuDS features such as bio swales, pocket parks and green spaces, as 

well as street tree planting, where space allows. Even in the highest density areas, shared private 

gardens for apartments at the centre of perimeter urban blocks should be provided at real-ground 

level and only at deck level where other design and place-making objectives are required to be met. 

Not only will all these elements add up to positive gains for natural capital, the green infrastructure 

will be multifunctional, with roles in enhancing the appearance of streets, spaces and buildings, 

improving air quality, delivering biodiversity net gain, providing shade and urban cooling, and 

creating places for people to 



4.12 By linking the proposed park within Smithfield through to Balsall Heath and the green network 

in the south of the city, these significant changes to the River Rea will form an enhanced natural 

corridor for urban wildlife and provide new habitats. They will also contribute to the city’s ambitious 

air quality agenda and help with urban temperature regulation. 

Water sensitive design 
4.13 Future climate change may increase the frequency, intensity and probability of rainfall events 

that could cause surface water flooding. A holistic (SuDS) strategy to manage on-site surface water 

will ensure that buildings, streets and spaces are protected during intense storms. A water sensitive 

design approach will need to be taken in all developments, and SuDS integrated into public realm 

interventions and projects. 

4.14 The Park Link will be a showcase for this, becoming Birmingham City Centre’s first SuDS street. A 

variety of sustainable urban drainage solutions will drastically reduce the run off from highways and 

buildings entering the combined sewer



Design 
4.17 The cornerstone of design in the Rea Valley Urban Quarter will be to create a vibrant and liveable 
environment, which marries the unique character of the local area with the best in modern design 
and place making. 

 
Reflecting local character and protecting Heritage Assets 
4.18 The historic environment contributes to local distinctiveness and provides a sense of place. The 
rich history of the Quarter should be reflected in the design of new development, retaining and 
enhancing what makes the area special and distinctive. This begins with retaining the area’s traditional 
street grid, with the layout of new development reinforcing the scale and pattern of city blocks. There 
is also the opportunity to retain a number of attractive heritage buildings and frontages (statutorily 
listed, locally 



Public Art 
4.22 There is enormous potential in the Rea Valley Urban Quarter for artists to work with built 

environment professionals to maximise opportunities for creative collaboration in the public realm. 

Different forms of arts and culture, from temporary installations or events to permanent artworks, 

bring people together and are enjoyed by residents and visitors alike.  There is a particular 

opportunity for the River Rea transformation to reveal the history and significance of the river 

through art, with 



4.28 Along with commercial uses, innovative solutions are needed to accommodate health centres 

and business units within ground floors of developments. An assessment of need for community 

facilities such as a primary school and health centre will be carried out, and potential locations for 

these uses will be identified. A clear creative approach will be taken to employment with a focus on 

providing appropriate small workshops and commercial spaces within ground floor units to retain 

and enhance local employment opportunities and to enliven streets.   Any loss of employment will 

need to comply with the BDP, and a Relocation Strategy will be developed as part of the Delivery   

Plan. 

  



Connectivity Streets and spaces - walking and cycling 
4.29 The future success of creating a sustainable, carbon neutral place will depend on improving its 

permeability and legibility, whilst reconnecting it into its wider context to support and encourage 

travel by walking, cycling and public transport. Transport measures should align with the up-to-date 

Birmingham Transport Plan which set out a future vision for transport in the city, reducing car 

dependency and achieving a low carbon, clean air environment. 

4.30 The reinvention of the wholesale markets site at Birmingham 







Cheapside 
5.5 Cheapside has a clear, distinctive character and identity, defined by its strong, permeable grid street 

pattern and dramatic topography. Although at present it is characterised by low intensity industrial and 

commercial premises, it will become a mixed use area providing the best in city living. Extending out 

from Birmingham Smithfield, there will be space for new enterprise, cultural, commercial and leisure 

activity, supported by appropriate infrastructure. Viable businesses will continue to be supported given 

the importance of jobs and services to the local economy and the aspiration to create a balanced 

community. 

the local
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St David’s Place 
5.9 Within a few minutes’ walk of Smithfield and the bustle of the city centre, St David’s Place has the 

opportunity to become a unique waterside residential neighbourhood with the River Rea at its heart. 

The re-imagined river corridor will be a driver of large scale change, breathing new life into the area, 

creating a vibrant place with a distinctive identity. This neighbourhood will have a diverse mix of 

housing types and a variety of appropriate ground floor uses to create a balanced community. 

5.10 St David’s Place was once a densely populated residential area, but lost its status as a parish when 

it was zoned for industrial uses after the Second World War. Whilst there are some high quality 

Victorian facades, the hard urban character of the streets currently creates a poor physical 

environment, blighted by unattractive functional buildings and cleared open sites. A new vision for St 

David’s Place will deliver a high quality residential area with attractive streets and pocket green spaces. 

New routes and connections will make the traditional street grid more permeable, creating a truly 

walkable neighbourhood. 

5.11 Design and Layout 

¶ The key intervention in this area will be the opening up, naturalisation and realignment of the 
River Rea. This scheme which will have multiple benefits in terms of flood risk management, 
creation of sustainable development plots, provision of an attractive new walking and cycling 
route, a high quality green setting for residential development, biodiversity enhancements 

new walking and cy new walking and 

 

 







6.0 Delivery 
6.1 In order to achieve the quality of development and place that is required by the BDP and this 

SPD, a comprehensive approach to site planning, development, delivery and long term management 

and maintenance is needed. Due to the site’s size a phased approach to development is anticipated 

and an appropriate delivery model will need to be developed to ensure the delivery of essential 

infrastructure across the whole site.



 
6.7 Until these measures are fully implemented planning applications within the Rea Valley Urban 

Quarter, in areas at risk of flooding will be assessed on a case by case basis and their contribution to 

the deliverability of the wider flood risk catchment scheme.  The development should be made safe 

for its lifetime without increasing flood risk elsewhere, taking into account the predicted impacts of 



heritage and leisure offers, along with social initiatives including skills and training that are vital to 

creating attractive places to live, supporting both new and existing communities including businesses. 

Green infrastructure 
6.13 Green Infrastructure in the Rea Valley Urban Quarter will be a planned adaptable network of 

green spaces and routes which can provide a healthy and rich environment. The Delivery Plan will 

include site specific projects, 



 
 


