
‘Every street  
should be a  

wetland nature 
reserve, providing 

a daily dose 
of nature and 

community’
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t What would happen if we transformed 

our local streets: creating places that 
reveal the beauty of water and enable 
people to connect with nature and their 
communities?

The Covid-19 Lockdown showed us the 
importance of our local places; the streets, 
spaces and parks within walking distance of our 
homes. For a few months people enjoyed the 
quiet streets and rediscovered a connection with 
the natural environment and their communities.

There is strong evidence that daily contact 
with nature, green space and water has 
positive influences on health and wellbeing, 
and increased physical activity and community 
interaction improves mental and physical health. 
However, many existing urban environments 
prioritise vehicles, view water as a problem 
rather than a resource and constrain nature to 
isolated pockets.

Our proposal is a manifesto for change in which 
local streets and neighbourhoods are a focus 
for a transformational Green & Blue Recovery.

We propose to bring life back into our local 
streets and spaces by retrofitting green and 
blue infrastructure which prioritises pedestrians 
and cyclists over vehicles, connects people with 
nature & creates focus points for community 
activities. 

These refreshed spaces would promote 
sustainable active travel and the potential for 
increased economic activity and investment in 
local neighbourhoods and high streets, creating 
integrated spaces with a focus on nature that 
address the linked challenges of the Climate 
Emergency, Biodiversity Loss, Poor Physical and 
Mental Health and loneliness/isolation in our 
communities.

Our proposal retrofits local streets to 
bring freshwater into the public realm; 
enabling people to understand and 
benefit from water and wetlands and 
connect with the daily and seasonal 
natural cycles.
Wetlands are amazing, teeming with biodiversity, 
even on a local scale, and providing homes for 
endangered species and people. 

It is estimated that by the end of the 20th Century, 
we had lost as much as 90% of all wetlands 
in England (State Of Nature Report 2019). 
Freshwater wetlands have been vulnerable to 
human activity for centuries. As a consequence 
wetlands make up only 3% of the UK, but they are 
still home to around 10% of all our species.  

As well as holding this immense biodiversity 
value, they provide essential protection against 
environmental issues like flooding, drought and 
pollution. They also have potential to directly 
benefit health and wellbeing - A WWT pilot 
study, published in the International Journal 
of Environmental Research and Public Health, 
shows how significantly wetlands can boost the 
wellbeing of people in dealing with anxiety and 
depression. 

A SuDS management train will optimise multi-
functional benefits. Planted Rills and Raingardens 
will demonstrate source control and create a high 
quality public realm in the Urban Wetland Plaza, 
that also brings biodiversity and community 
benefits. Runoff will be conveyed in legible 
surface channels wherever possible, flowing 
as a narrative through the streets via wetland 
features, surface raingardens and tree planting, 
and enable people to interact with it through 
channels, waterfalls, ponds and play features 
(such as waterwheels and waterfalls).

At the later stages of the flow path, play and 
interaction will be encouraged once suitable 
water quality is achieved through tested SuDS 
measures such as bioretention, swales, filter strips 
and permeable paving.

Raingardens will be designed to capture surface 
water runoff and clean and filter it through 
the soil before it enters the river system. Where 
play with water will be encouraged it will be 
cleaned through engineered soils (using recycling 
aggregates) or through permeable paving which 
is proposed for the shared space areas that 
prioritise pedestrians and cyclists. 

Capturing rainfall at the surface will increase 
capacity in the sewerage network and reduce the 
risk of pollution when peak storms overwhelm the 
sewage system causing pollution downstream 
(a regular problem on the south-west’s beaches 
which will increase as a result of climate change).

In addition to improvements to the street a grant 
scheme could be used to promote the de-paving 
of front gardens – with the vision that every house 
has a using permeable block paved parking, 
planting and downpipe planters and water butts 
to capture and make positive use of rainfall.
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Our proposals show how 
this idea could transform 
a typical residential 
neighbourhood. Whilst 
this focuses on an area 
in Exeter these ideas 
could be translated to 
similar neighbourhoods 
across the UK. 



In Heavitree Pleasure Ground we propose to deculvert and restore 
the historic stream to create a necklace of wetland habitats which 
will store and clean stormwater, reduce downstream flooding after 
heavy rainfall and create a range of habitats.

This area will become a series of generous wetland habitats which will store and clean 
stormwater, slowing runoff to the North Brook and River Exe, enhance biodiversity 
and mitigate the negative impact of climate change, as well as creating new social 
opportunities.

The existing path network, which incorporates the E3 cycle route, will be replaced 
where necessary with a boardwalk that allows direct connection with the wetland. 
Break out areas with seats and places to gather, pond dip or play will be designed into 
the boardwalk – along with linked spaces and new tree planting in the adjacent park. 
Spoil from excavations to make the wetland can be used to create sculptural landforms 
for play, bike trails and to sit and enjoy the wildlife.

A series of wetland treatment cells are proposed, within a new wet woodland area, 
that will be able to improve the water quality to a suitable standard before bringing it 
into the public realm, as well as providing new habitats for wildlife.

The proposed linear wetland will be divided by weirs, creating different habitat 
opportunities as well as fun crossing points. Rich marginal planting, wet woodland and 
reed habitats are a few of the planting opportunities for enhancing biodiversity and 
aesthetic value.

A range of wetland species including dragonflies, damselflies & water birds; such as the 
Ducks, Sandpipers, Egrets and Kingfishers which are regularly seen in the North Brook 
just 500m to the SE, could start to be seen in the Pleasure Ground. The small group of 
house martins which nest at the western end of Chard Road struggled to find mud for 
their nests in the dry spring and summer of 2020; the new wetland will provide water 
and mud to support these and other species during increasing hot and dry periods.

In our proposal local streets are retrofitted with 
Sustainable Drainage Systems and Green/Blue 
Infrastructure measures that combine to calm 
traffic and create safer, biodiverse spaces that 
are capable of promoting a genuinely cohesive 
community. 
Roadside raingardens (bioretention planters) will line the streets, 
connecting local habitats and enabling the local community to benefit 
from a daily dose of nature on their doorstep. Such features, planted 
with native perennials and trees, will also provide green corridors to 
improve local air quality, create a peaceful streetscene, and allow 
wildlife to move between larger green spaces in the neighbourhood.

The bioretention features will offer invaluable water quality benefits 
– allowing first flush runoff to soak into the soil and filter it, capturing 
pollutants and breaking them down slowly and safely. During heavier 
storms, water is conveyed to the new wetland in the park.

In addition, the enhanced tree and vegetation cover will have 
multifunctional benefits – mitigating climate change by providing 
urban cooling and shade, increasing biodiversity, slowing run-off, 
improving air-quality and reducing noise – as well as providing 
pleasure and mental health benefits.

Historically Heavitree had many orchards, and it is proposed that 
in addition to native perennials, planting will incorporate edible 
features, including fruit trees, providing food as well as habitat 
benefits. 

The tree lined streets will be designed to slow vehicles and create 
spaces that prioritise pedestrians and cyclists, not the motor vehicle.  
These are streets that will be safe for children to play in, as they 
did during the Lockdown. Seating and meeting points are created 
providing points to pause, rest and enjoy the pleasant environment. 

Traffic will move more slowly through narrower streets and shared 
space areas, including the main junction. These well-connected 
pedestrian and cycle routes allow safe movement for people of all 
abilities to walk or cycle to the shops, work or school.

The refurbished streets and spaces will 
create a neighbourhood hub for people 
living within a 10-15 minute walk to meet 
and interact, building upon the community 
interaction that developed during Lockdown. 
Community engagement in the creation of these spaces 
will be essential, and there is potential for the local people 
to engage and participate in the design and management 
of the new raingardens and wetland – reinforcing 
community cohesion and providing opportunities for 
exercise and social interaction through community work 
parties.

In our proposal the existing print shop is expanded and 
diversified to create a community focus where people 
can grab a sandwich or meet for a coffee, pick up a 
co-bike (the local bike share scheme) or get their bike 
repaired, or pick up high quality prints from the Print 
Shop. There is potential for redevelopment to intensify 
use at this community hub – providing co-working space 
or apartments in the heart of the neighbourhood (which 
could generate a financial return to help fund the project).

A 5G/wifi hub will enable homeworkers to get out of 
their homes and work remotely whilst grabbing lunch or 
meeting colleagues and neighbours – enabling the shop 
to benefit from a move to more agile working. A Co-Bike 
docking station is proposed, and Co-Car pick up point, to 
enable local people to easily access electric bikes or car to 
travel sustainably to meetings, cycle to the city centre or 
connect with trains at St David’s Station.

The space itself is transformed through a shared space 
environment where pedestrians are prioritised and 
cars pass slowly through along designated routes. Tree 
planting provides shade and a pleasant environment, 
enclosed the new public square with informal seating 
which is well used by local people who spill out from 
the café. The rain gardens are larger here, and provide 
a buffer to the street, diverse areas of planting, ponds 
and permanently wet areas and play sculptures that 
encourage interaction by children. 

Our concept scheme uses Hardscape granite kerbs, blocks, 
and permeable paving, Vestre Vroom seats and Shelters 
and GreenBlue Urban HydroPlanters and 
ArborFlow tree pits.
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