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“Perimeter wall? What perimeter wall? It’s one of the few schools
in the land without one. It’s just a collection of buildings in a
beautiful park.”

Isn’t all this extremely expensive? “Not at all,”
says James Jones. “We’ve applied these
principles before to office buildings and
commercial property where security issues are
paramount. It’s tried and tested, so it’s not
expensive.”

But what about bullying? How can the design
have helped stop that? “It’s all a question of
layout,” says James. “There’s only one central
mingling place, there are no dark corners, no
areas that cannot be controlled. Stairwells are
often a problem spot in schools, so we’ve
made the stairs as transparent as possible and
also positioned the offices for the head of year
or head of department next to the stairwells. 
It’s part of their role to control those areas.”
And following discussions with the pupils, the
school has introduced CCTV at head height 
in the toilets to further discourage bullying.
Lockers too, are not in a ‘locker room’ but

along open corridors. This makes them far less
likely to be broken into.

But surely with CCTV cameras at every corner,
and senior staff watching every trouble spot,
isn’t it a bit intimidating? When you walk up
to the perimeter wall of Parrs Wood School,
doesn’t it feel like you are about to enter a
fortress? James Jones smiles as he unveils the
pièce de résistance: “Perimeter wall? What
perimeter wall? It’s one of the few schools in
the land without one. It’s just a collection of
buildings in a beautiful park.”

The anti-crime design philosophy is perhaps
best summed up in the words of David
Cullearn: “Buildings have to respect people,
then people respect them”.
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COOL SCHOOL
HOW A WELL-DESIGNED SCHOOL 
RULED OUT BULLYING, BURGLARY 
AND VANDALISM
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Lockers are not in a locker
room but along open corridors
where they are far less likely
to be broken into



“Security is unobtrusive. We’ve dramatically reduced the
numbers of entrances and exits and introduced fire exits that
can only be opened from the inside, as well as CCTV. We’ve
taken away the opportunity for crime.” 

How good is design? Can it confront really
tough problems? Could design, for example, 
be used to combat the dreadful problem of
bullying at school? At Parrs Wood school in
Didsbury, Manchester, it has done just that –
and much more.

Edmund Kirby Architects were brought in to
build an entirely new school on existing school
land. When the school was finished, the staff
and students moved in and the old school was
demolished. But how was it different to the 
old school?

James Jones was one of the architects: 
“The general organisation of the original
school was a great rambling collection of
different buildings – with corridors all
over the place leading everywhere, and
external doors on every part of the
school. It was a security nightmare.” 

The headmaster, Iain Hall, agrees: “The old
school was prefabricated and had 21 entrances
and exits. Most of them could be easily kicked
in. Kids were even coming in through the
skylights. We had a lot of burglary and a lot of
vandalism. We had to find a solution. So we
started working with Edmund Kirby Architects.
It was a long gestation period for this school.
We literally walked the plans. What would this
door do – how would people move from here
to here. The architects were very good, but that
mutual consultation was vital.”

James Jones: “Firstly, we decided to rearrange
the main teaching block of the school along a
central avenue – a mall. This is where most of
the lessons happen. The main entrance to the
school is here. Whether you are staff, student 
or visitor, you have to pass through a central
reception in the mall. The mall conducts a 
long curve that ends with a great view of the

Mersey valley. When you come out of that 
you are standing in an external space that
features four elements: the teaching block 
that you’ve just left, the sixth form centre, 
the new sports hall and the ancient Parrs
Wood House (set to become the school’s 
music and drama department). Three of the
blocks are modern buildings, but they have
been designed, with the approval of English
Heritage, to balance the old Parrs Wood
building.

“The old house and its grounds, Parrs Wood
Park, was an important influence on the
design. There was an opportunity here to 
create an unusual school environment, more
like a university campus than a traditional
school, which we thought would be much 
more conducive to learning and respect. 
We made good use of the landscaped beauty
of Parrs Wood Park.

“Security is unobtrusive. We’ve dramatically
reduced the numbers of entrances and exits
and introduced fire exits that can only be
opened from the inside, as well as CCTV. 
We’ve taken away the opportunity for crime. 

“It’s a very pleasant place. It feels welcoming
and easy to navigate. The main entrance clearly
leads to the four parts of the school. And then
there’s woodland and recreation areas.”

Edmund Kirby architect David Cullearn: “You
don’t get lost. This is important when putting
together a building. It should have its own
natural route. You can feel where you are – it’s
not a maze. In fire terms that is also important.
If you have public routes, then you can take
visitors around. There is the concept of ‘a
route’, which is an added feature. If you know
where you are, you feel secure and know that
others cannot be hiding in nooks and crannies.”

Headmaster Iain Hall: “The new school has
now been open for 18 months. We’ve not had 
a single break-in. I put this down to several
factors; for example, the CCTV coverage is
monitored 24 hours a day, and we have an
excellent relationship with the security people
at the nearby leisure centre (which has been
built on old school land as a means of raising
funding for the changes). We’re now on their
perimeter watch. The school is used far more
than it used to be, about 18 hours a day. It’s
almost constantly in use. 

“Also, the place looks and feels so much
better. The corridors are carpeted and
light floods into the core of the building
from high windows. The landscape within
the school area offers no concealment.
We worked very carefully on that. And the
alarm system is excellent. I say that, but it
hasn’t actually gone off yet...”
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“The first thing I was keen on was a barrel roof. They’re almost
impossible to climb on and they shed water very efficiently. And
barrel roofs look good!” 

It was time for a change. So Richard and his
five staff called in the bus shelter manufacturers
to see if they could improve the bus traveller’s
lot. Abacus came back to SYPTE and said:
“We’re offering you a clean sheet of paper. 
We can build anything you want.”

Richard Bowen: “The first thing I was keen on
was a barrel roof. They’re almost impossible to
climb on and they shed water very efficiently.
And barrel roofs look good! What I also like
about the barrel roof is that it does away with
the need for a ‘flag’ sticking out – often a
target for vandals. The bus stop location
information is put on the end panel instead 
of sticking out of the roof.

“And glass, I wanted a lot of safely secured
glass. Glass from top to bottom. Lots of light.
People queuing for buses feel
comfortable if they can be seen – they
feel safer and also feel there’s more
chance the bus might actually stop for
them. I mean, as my operations manager said,
‘See and be seen’. You can’t see the bus
through a brick wall, can you? Glass would
increase patronage. I didn’t want a mid-rail in

the glass either. I wanted total transparency. 
I also wanted it to be easy to maintain and
repair. I wanted them to feature clear easy-to-
read information panels. I wanted them to be
reasonably priced. And I wanted people to be
proud of them. We worked very hard together
to get the right result.

“I’m very proud of these shelters. We’ve never
had a serious crime in any of them. That’s a
massive change. Of course we get some
problems. Because they’re dry, clean and
illuminated, you get groups of kids sitting 
and chatting in them until late at night. 
Well that can be a problem outside someone’s
house, and these impromptu youth clubs 
can put other people off using the shelters. 
So now the lights go off after the last bus. 
Yes, unlike the old ones, they’re illuminated.
And we’ve changed the seating. Abacus’s
‘perch’ seating allows you to rest briefly with
your shopping but does not encourage you 
to sit around chatting.

“People’s expectations are high now. We clean
the new shelters every week, and we promise a
four-hour response time to any reports of

damage. Before, the shelters would get
coated in graffiti and we’d never hear a
dickey bird. Now if one of the shelters
doesn’t get cleaned one week, folk are
on the phone straight away!

“We’re still improving them. We’re using UV-
stabilized polycarbonate in the roof panels
instead of glass. And we’ve speeded up
maintenance checks on the lighting. Instead 
of getting an electrician down to take the 
cover off the fuse box, the cleaners can pass a
specially configured magnet over a concealed
switch and turn them on and off, testing for
lighting failures. Then they can report them
straight away.

“Good ideas catch on. Shelters like these are
all over the country now. That makes me feel
particularly proud!”
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CRIME STOPPERS
HOW AN INNOVATIVE DESIGN TEAM
MADE BUS USERS FEEL SAFER

Richard Bowen has a thing about bus shelters.
They’ve possessed his professional mind for the
last decade, after four district councils took it
upon themselves to transfer bus ownership to
the South Yorkshire Passenger Transport
Executive (SYPTE), for whom he is Street
Infrastructure Manager.

You might think from this introduction that
Richard is a bit of a train spotter. But in a
sense, the opposite is true. Because train
spotters spot trains. Er – that’s it. Their passion
is entirely focused on satisfying their own
sense of order and mystery. Nothing wrong

with that, but Richard’s mission was quite the
opposite – his mission was nothing less than 
to help make a better world. And through that
mission, and the work he did with the designers
from Abacus, he solved a problem that had
become a serious social issue across the country.

The old bus shelters we all remember (and
which happily are being gradually consigned
to the landfill of history) were so often dreadful
places to wait. For a start, as often as not, they
stank of urine. Drunk people used them as
toilets. So it had to be raining really very hard
before anyone would seek cover in them –

especially in the bunker-like brick ones. And
then, where travellers were sufficiently
desperate for shelter, they would have to take
care where they stepped. Because in the brick-
black darkness within lurked all manner of
hazards – hypodermic needles, detritus of
various orders, even muggers. So there arose
a fashion in some quarters for semi-
glazed bus shelters to make them less
easy to hide in. But vandals took to
swinging from the roof, kicking the glass
panels and smashing them to smithereens.
And they had not been designed with
easy repair in mind.
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The old bus shelters we 
all remember were so often
dreadful places to wait
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“As users we want to be connected and equipped with tools for
every possible eventuality but don’t want to have to carry them.
So, it seemed to make sense to start thinking about incorporat-
ing technological devices into our clothes.”

beginning to carry around a growing number
of electronic products – mobile phones, palm-
top computers, personal hi-fis. As users we
want to be connected and equipped with tools
for every possible eventuality but don’t want to
have to carry them. So, it seemed to make
sense to start thinking about incorporating
technological devices into our clothes.”

The idea of incorporating technology within
fabric is a designers’ dream. It means that 
they can use their full creativity to generate
fashionable, attractive clothing that also hap-
pens to be discreetly bristling with 
versatile technology. Jack Mama: “We did 
an experimental range for Levi’s – a grand
exercise that put our stake in the ground 
and showed that we could really do what 
we had been predicting for years. It was part
of the learning curve, getting down to the 
nitty gritty of production. The range sold out
completely. I hear now it’s selling for three
times the price on the internet.” 

Next, Phillips Design started to think about
how wearable technology could be used to
make people feel safer and this led to the
development of a range of innovative high-
tech clothing for kids.

Designed to give parents peace of mind,
Phillips Design created a garment for kids that
uses fabric antennas, radio tagging and minia-
ture remote cameras to pinpoint where they

are. To the children, the coat is first and fore-
most a device that they can use to play excit-
ing outdoor games. 

Jack Mama: “We have devised a series of games
in which physical characters with identity chips
can be attached to the respective garments.
The child sees the character that represents
another child as a monster or animal on his 
or her screen. As the children move around,
their ‘characters’ can be seen moving on the
screen too. The children play together and
have to think up scenarios to explain what 
is happening. The kids are active, instead of
being stuck in front of a TV screen. And the
thing is, back on the master screen at home,
the parents can also monitor where their chil-
dren are and what they are up to, providing
security and piece of mind. If something goes
seriously wrong they can get help to them.” 

The added reassurance that technology
like this might bring for parents is pow-
erful and could even bring back to the
cities a sense of childhood freedom that
is fast becoming forgotten in a world
increasingly concerned about the threat
to children from kidnappers and pae-
dophiles.

It is still early days for this technology but it
certainly offers designers the potential to
develop a whole range of innovative, unobtru-
sive products that will enhance people’s safety

and security as well as providing fun, enter-
tainment and convenience. But as with much
new technology, there are also ethical issues
here which will have to be confronted too.
Technology like this has the potential to
become a major invasion of privacy and in the
wrong hands could seriously restrict personal
freedom. The challenge for future designers as
well as future legislators is to ensure baby’s
safety is not thrown out with Big Brother’s
bathwater.
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CLEVER CLOTHES
HOW THE CLOTHES OF TOMORROW
COULD SAVE YOUR LIFE

It has long been the dream of science fiction
writers that our clothes will be sentient,
designed to react to threat and protect us
from attack, able to call for help and provide a
homing signal for rescuers. Well, as ever in this
rapidly-changing world, science fiction is fast
becoming science fact.

Now it is becoming possible to create smart
clothing that will protect people from more
than just the weather. Now it is possible to
incorporate miniature technology in what we

wear that will let people know where we are,
and, should we choose, show them what we
are doing while we are doing it. 

This technology offers the potential to provide
people with a new level of security. Imagine, for
example, clothing for women, with a built-in
GPS (Global Positioning Satellite) system.
In the event of an attack, the technology
would allow your coat or jeans not only
to secretly call for help but also to iden-
tify your location. For  victims of stalk-

ing in particular – a crime that is
thought to have affected almost a mil-
lion people in the UK alone – this sort of
technology could provide a dramatic
improvement to their quality of life.

Jack Mama, Creative Director of Phillips
Design, Intelligent Fibres Division: “Work in
this area really began six years ago. The first
product concepts that we developed were
designed largely to address the issue of porta-
bility. We realised that people were

Document2  14/3/02  11:21  Page 9



www.designcouncil.org.uk

IM
PA

C
T

A
 D

R
A

M
A

T
IC

 F
A

L
L
 I

N

C
R

IM
E

 R
A

T
E

S
 W

H
IC

H

H
A

S
 H

E
L
P

E
D

 T
H

E

A
L
E

X
A

N
D

R
A

 P
A

R
K

E
S

T
A

T
E

 B
E

C
O

M
E

 A

D
E

S
IR

A
B

L
E

 P
L
A

C
E

 

T
O

 L
IV

E

O
R

G
A

N
IS

A
TI

O
N

M
O

S
S

C
A

R
E

 H
O

U
S

IN
G

A
S

S
O

C
IA

T
IO

N

P
R

O
JE

C
T

A
L
E

X
A

N
D

R
A

 P
A

R
K

E
S

T
A

T
E

B
R

IE
F

 
C

R
E

A
T
E

 A
 H

O
U

S
IN

G

D
E

V
E

L
O

P
M

E
N

T
 T

H
A

T

M
A

K
E

S
 P

E
O

P
L
E

 F
E

E
L

S
A

F
E

 A
N

D
 C

R
E

A
T
E

S
 A

S
E

N
S

E
 O

F
 C

O
M

M
U

N
IT

Y

“Before, the area was crime-ridden and no one wanted to live
there. Since the rebuild, crime has dropped away to almost
nothing, and there’s been a growing demand from people want-
ing to move in.”

different, attractive and secure house, flat and
bungalow designs which could be put together
in almost any combination of terraced or semi-
detached groups.

Sefa Amesu: “The first move was to discuss the
proposed changes with tenancy groups, the
local housing office and local councillors. 
We ensured we had as much contact with local
people as possible, especially in the concept
and planning stage. The involvement and 
co-operation of the whole community was
vital. We involved local schools. We offered
students tours of the site, teaching them about
site safety. We held regular meetings with the
active tenant participation groups. There was 
a sense of ownership from the outset.

“The next move was demolition. Some of the
buildings not in demand were knocked down.
And then reconstruction. We introduced new
road layouts aimed at designing out crime.
This was, to my mind, the most signifi-
cant change. We created a network of
through roads, rather than cul-de-sacs,
to ensure that criminals could not evade
police cars by running through alleyways
and escaping down open 
alleys in deadend streets. Police and
engineers also asked for traffic-calming
methods to combat joy riders, and for
well-designed exterior lighting to reduce
fear of crime.”

The designers ensured all the houses were fit-
ted with top-quality window locks, five-lever

door locks, front and back lighting, toughened
glass windows and burglar alarms. Safety chains
and spy holes were put in all the front doors 
so that tenants could check who was calling
before they opened the door. Steel gates were
erected across alleyways to prevent criminal
access to the rear of properties. Designing the
security in from the outset has many cost
advantages, and avoided the ugliness that 
so often arises from retro-fitted measures, such
as heavy secondary gates and window grills.
Security designed into a project at the plan-
ning stage can also be discreet.

Sefa: “We avoided blind gables – all the semi-
detached houses were given windows in the
gable walls. Gable walls are usually the side
walls of a house, which rise into the triangular
end-frames of the roof. They often overlook
alleys between properties. We wanted natural
surveillance. To do that, we had to reduce the
number of blind spots. More windows mean
more community surveillance.

“The impact of the changes has been dramatic.
Before, the area was crime-ridden and no one
wanted to live there. Since the rebuild, crime
has dropped away to almost nothing, and
there’s been a growing demand from people
wanting to move in. Crime is not about the
people who live in a place, it’s about the place
in which they live. At Alexandra Park, the peo-
ple haven’t changed – it’s the environment, the
accommodation, that has changed. 
And that has caused the crime rate to fall.” 
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GREAT ESTATE
HOW A NORTHERN GANGLAND 
BECAME A PEACEFUL HAVEN

“There was gang warfare in the Alexandra Park
area of Manchester,” says Mosscare Housing
Association Development Manager, Sefa
Amesu. “It was a no-go area. The place seemed
almost made for crime. Lots of secluded areas,
dangerous walkways, poor lighting and a lack
of clear definition between public and private
space. Crime and drug dealing had become
rife. Police often found themselves involved in
chases through this district.”

The inevitable result was desolation. 
Properties emptied, squatters moved in, drug-
taking multiplied, crime climbed still further. 

Not, you would have thought, a promising 
site for a housing development. But Mosscare
formed a partnership with Manchester City
Council and local residents in a bid to do just
this. Mosscare already had a 30-year history 
of working in Moss Side, and had developed 
a powerful commitment to tenant involvement.
The plan was to redesign the estate using the
principles of Manchester’s ‘City Development
Guide’ and ‘Secured By Design’ Standards as
set out by Police Architectural Liaison Units.
This partnership then formed a consortium 
of local associations called Homecare 2000.
The Homecare housing plan comprised 18 
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Inside, some of the apartments feature computer links to CCTV
cameras in the car park that enable residents to check on the
security of their vehicles. The computer can also operate the
curtains and the lights, so residents can appear to be in when,
in fact, they are out.

Britannia Mills, we made the access doors into
the central courtyard self-closing. A lot of ener-
gy went into making them look right.

“Lighting is another vital security factor. The
inner courtyard had to be well lit, but we didn’t
want it keeping the residents awake at night.
So we created lights that shone downwards,
away from the buildings, lighting the paths
and walkways, not their bedrooms. The lights
have been carefully designed, as with every-
thing else in the courtyard. The trees are bare-
trunked and the shrubbery is kept low, so it
looks good without providing hiding places.”

The car park is also secure. You enter and exit
through electric doors operated by a hand-held
magnetic fob. The car park is overlooked by
apartments and well-lit, which provides an extra
sense of security for the residents. Keys are
accounted for. If people move away, they are
asked to return their fobs.

Inside, some of the apartments feature computer
links to CCTV cameras in the car park that
enable residents to check on the security of
their vehicles. The computer can also operate
the curtains and the lights, so residents can
appear to be in when, in fact, they are out. 

The system works automatically, using light
sensors to determine whether it is day or night.

The heavy, plain wooden doors to the apart-
ments are stylish, yet secure and attractive. The
large windows, balconies and access walkways
ensure visibility and contribute towards the
community spirit, though there are shutters on
the ground floor windows to prevent burglary.
The lift to the upper floors is transparent,
improving the sense of security and visibility.

The focal courtyard backs onto a canal that
was used to transport materials to and from
the old cotton and saw mills. Its presence as a
natural barrier adds to the sense of residential
safety. “We took a novel approach to mak-
ing the walls around the courtyard,” says
Craig. “We’ve all seen rendered breeze
block walls along canals, and frankly
they are not very pretty. So we created a
mesh structure filled with pebbles. It’s
low maintenance and looks great. And
even if the graffiti kids attack it, you can
hide their work by moving the pebbles,
taking them out and cleaning them, or
replacing them altogether. Pebbles are
pretty cheap!
“There were a few teething problems. The main

electric door was initially key-operated, until
we realised that vandals found it amusing to
snap things off inside the mechanism. So now
we’ve replaced it with an electronic key fob, or,
in the case of the courtyard, a swipe card.

“For me, the most impressive part of this devel-
opment is the courtyard. Many developers
might have been tempted to use the space for
car parking or further housing. But we wanted
this oasis feel, this sense of tranquillity within
the city. It’s a secure, private space for all the
residents to enjoy.”

Urban Splash has a policy of getting regular
feedback from the residents. This enables the
company to continually improve lifestyles
while collecting data which will mean more
effective building in other construction proj-
ects. Craig: “Because Britannia Mills looks so
good, vandalism hasn’t been an issue. 
In fact there have been no significant problems
there. The feedback from residents has been
very positive and it’s an indication of the suc-
cess of the project that the value of their prop-
erty has risen so dramatically.”
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The lift is transparent, improving
the sense of security and visibility

The heavy, plain wooden doors are
stylish and yet secure

www.designcouncil.org.uk
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DES RES
HOW HOUSES ON AN INDUSTRIAL
ESTATE BECAME HOT PROPERTIES

As the government is pushed one way by the
need to find land for new housing, and the
other way by the environmental lobby who
want to stop the development of greenfield
sites, there really is only one way to go – to
land designated for industrial use, so-called
brownfield. 

But who wants to live on an industrial estate?
The answer, bizarrely enough, thanks to the
work of companies like the award-winning
Urban Splash, is: “actually, quite a lot of peo-
ple”. Which is a bit odd. Industrial estates are
often outside city centres, and while that isn’t
a problem in itself (for plenty of estate hous-
ing is also situated quite far out) 

there’s a feeling that houses in such remote,
unfrequented places could be a target for crim-
inals, especially at night, after the workforce has
gone home.

Craig Owen worked for Urban Splash while
they were conceiving and building the Britannia
Mills apartment complex in Castlefield,
Manchester. “When we first looked at the
site, the signs weren’t good. It was to be
the first residential building in what was
an area designated for light industry,
and the potential for security problems
was significant. The area, on the fringe
of the city centre, had a high risk of
crime. We realised the only way we could

persuade people to live here was to
make them feel safe. We decided to try
and create an oasis in the industrial
‘desert’ around.

“We wanted to make it secure, but we also
wanted to make it aesthetically pleasing.
Anyone can build heavy gates and big block
walls. This had to feel safe without looking 
like Stalag 14!”

Urban Splash’s approach to design has always
been people-centred: “We have learnt that
people don’t treat perimeter doors like their
own front doors,” says Craig. “They are likely to
leave them open. So when it came to building >
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