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Critical urban report: Leeds Girl's High School recreational site 
 
Introduction 
 
A playing field, sports hall and swimming pool in 

Hyde Park, Leeds has remained unused since 

2008 after Leeds Girls' High School (GSAL) 

relocated. Situated on Victoria Road, a 

surrounding area deprived of recreational space 

and whose population suffers from poor health, 

this report addresses how the planning process 

provides facilities for the community. 

 

 

Leeds based property developers planned to  

construct homes and a convenience store on the site,  

comprehensively changing the land from recreational  

green space to a convenience store  

and private housing. 

 

Planning officers and councillors have rejected the full planning 

application citing traffic issues from a new access road (Leeds 

Citizen, 2012), Leeds City Council hasn’t objected to the nature 

of the housing development, leaving the door open for 

permission to be granted to an appeal or revised version.  

 

Community group, Hyde Park Olympic Legacy  

Group (HPOL) have published detailed alternative 

plans having identified 3 local primary schools and 

sports teams who are seeking facilities. HPOL's 

document protests against the developer’s plans and 

outlines their plans to renovate the existing facilities, 

bringing them back into public use. 
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Developer's planning application 

 

GSAL have justified the construction of housing, arguing that recreational facilities 

developed 5 miles away offsets the need to keep facilities in Hyde Park. Residents protested 

that the relocated sports facilities, for a community without high rates of car ownership 

(Clarke, 2007), were inaccessible. After their relocation, GSAL commented they'd “never 

been part of the community” (Davison 2013), establishing how the site's profitability was their 

only interest in the neighbourhood.  

 

The private school stated they would only sell the property at “true commercial value”, 

unaffordable for the Council and community (HPOL, 2013). GSAL attempted to sell a listed 

building located close by, the only potential identified user was pub chain JD Whetherspoons 

(Yorkshire Evening Post, 2007). The GSAL is motivated by satisfying its shareholders and 

maximising profits from the sale, the only organisation that are able to make an approach to 

unlock these abandoned buildings are retail and pub chains with substantial revenue 

streams. 

 

Residents fighting to maintain the 

site for public use cited informal use 

of the facilities (Leeds City Council, 

2012) attempting to legally protect it 

achieving community asset status. 

The private school dismissed that 

the site was of value to the 

community, subsequently disputed 

by Davison (2013) elaborating how 

the field has been used by the 

public to exercise for "four 

generations”, GSAL since 2008 has 

prevented informal public use citing 

health and safety contraventions, enclosing the site with CCTV and fencing. 

 

The only consultation of residents was conducted by the council who initially supported the 

proposed development, stating that they “couldn’t be opposed in principle” (Leeds City 

Council, 2013). A planning officer labelled the site ‘brownfield’ (HP&W, 2010), while 3 out of 

5 local primary schools have no green space and require an extra 40,846 square meters to 
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meet legal requirements (HPOL, 2013). The property developer’s engagement in a public 

debate is limited to planning documentation; they have ignored the demands of local 

residents and school, they were unwilling to respond to an interview. 

 

Sport England and Public Health England were consulted by the council, responding that 

they “couldn’t intervene" (Leeds Citizen, 2013), holding no objections to constructing on 

recreational land. The organisation tasked with supporting all participatory levels of sport 

received criticism from HPOL (2013) and Davison (2013), their funding and actions appear 

to be motivated by the high financial rewards of elite level sport. 

 

Community proposal 

Opposition to the scheme is led by the HPOL campaign group, supported by 6 primary 

schools and local residents, represented by their councillors. 1,300 residents signed a 

petition protesting against the developers arguing that there is no need for new grocery 

stores, in an already well served community; new housing isn’t required for a densely 

populated neighbourhood. The campaigners fear the application will go to appeal, "A 

planning panel of councillors has now rejected the plans, despite their officers telling them a 

refusal would probably be overturned on appeal” (Leeds Citizen, 2013).  

 

HPOL devised a business case challenging the government’s legacy of the 2012 Olympic, 

pledging funding and increased participation in sport. Instead of erasing existing green 

space, they plan to redevelop the existing facilities for the primary schools. Two local MPs 

and councillors dependent on residents for votes support the community project, however 

their words are neither able to influence the planning authority or direct funding. 

 

HPOL and Hyde Park's councillor acknowledged that community sports facilities would 

address health problems; Leeds and Hyde Park have high rates of diabetes and heart 

conditions (Guardian, 2010). The campaign assumes that green space will immediately 

reduce obesity; education and cultural changes are also required.  
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Neither University has been willing to 

provide funding for the Victoria Road 

site; although Leeds Metropolitan 

University have supported the campaign 

seeing an opportunity for their students 

to coach. There is great disparity in the 

community's access to recreational 

facilities, students commonly pay for 

access to Olympic standard centres, 

which act as important revenue streams 

 for the Universities, the site could  be 

 viewed as competition deterring  

       investment. 

 

Critical discussion 

 

The UK and Leeds have recognised housing and unemployment problems; however Hyde 

Park's most acute problem, supported by both local councillors and Leeds City Council's 

(2012) statistics, is its public health. One of the most densely populated wards in UK (HPOL, 

2013), has an acute need for community sports facilities and green space, it is therefore 

unsuitable for new housing, there isn’t a surplus of employment for potential new residents 

and there are many unoccupied homes (BBC, 2011) that could be leased. 

 

The revenue from the development would be lost from the community, the headquarters of 

the property developers, GSAL and retailers are all established outside the neighbourhood. 

By creating low paid jobs, they're not sufficiently justifying the destruction of a community 

asset. The area would be better served by purchasing and renovating the facilities to 

address health issues.  

 

The developer’s project benefits national rather than local economies, the materials and 

skills sourced for housing and retail come from outside the community. The sports facility 

plans draws upon the skills of local student residents coaching sport. The Council's lack of 

strategic planning overlooks this tension of scale between the neighbourhood and the city 

region. 
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The political system allows a rule of property and money, undermining discussion in the local 

community that the existing provision of convenience stores and housing is adequate. The 

private school sale will only sell to the highest bidders, being organisations with the financial 

weight of supermarkets and property developers.  

 

Despite rejecting the housing proposals, Leeds City Council holds a pro retail and housing 

development agenda pursuing economic growth in difficult economic times. Full market 

value isn't being achieved as this implies the best use, although recreational use was 

identified as the greatest value by politicians and residents. Its reliance on the rational of 

market forces creates an imbalance of stakeholder power in favour of retail outlets and their 

revenue, empowering the land owner's 'valuation' of space, as discussed by Castells (1983) 

and Hodkinson (2011), ignoring and devaluing the needs of those with lower revenues such 

as schools, community campaigns and residents.  

 

During GSAL's history as a grammar school it received public funding (Roach, 2002), the 
public has a valid claim to a stake in the private school, providing a challenge to the property 

ownership and further supporting the resident's claim of attachment as a community asset. 

 

Hyde Park is an example of how as illustrated by Blomley (2004) and Minton (2012) neo-

liberal democracy creates bland consumerist space, Leeds City Council’s planning strategy 

is producing retail units and private housing with little space for creative and recreational 

purposes. 

The challenge for the campaign group is raising the funds to purchase and develop public 

facilities. Despite the support of the MP and councillors, the public authority is unwilling to 

grant funding. Abandoned since 2006, Royal Park Primary School is another example in 

Leeds where a community plan has been devised, but sources of funding are uninterested, 

because it's not considered highly profitability. Bringing these sites into use for local 

residents requires greater action from Leeds City Council for its schools and residents, 

supported by a social infrastructure strategy and community banking. 

Conclusion 

 

This contestation is created by the economic and political system, it fails to value public, 

recreational and creative space, instead the neo-liberal system values consumerist space 

higher than community facilities. Although the high level of community engagement, the 

facilities remain abandoned. The site should be listed as a community asset and brought into 
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use as recreational facilities to maximise its value for a community characterised by greater 

social than economic deprivation. 

 

Leeds City Council's constrained budget and pursuit of economic growth provides 

abandoned space or retail units, failing to address the recognised social needs of the local 

population. 
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