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Figure 1 
Topography, rivers, canals: the centre of Birmingham on the 
high ground overlooking the Rea and the Tame valleys.
© Kathryn Moore

The West Midlands National Park (WMNP) 
is a 30-year vision for a new kind of 

National Park. An integrated and holistic economic, social 
and environmental strategy, incorporating all of the land in 
the West Midlands and all aspects of land use, it is about 
transformation as much as conservation and preservation; 
working with local authorities, businesses, schools and 
communities to build self-confidence and a renewed identity. 

CONTEXT
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ETHOS
The ethos of the WMNP, set out in the WNNP 
Awards programme (see below), encourages 
working across silos, disciplines and practices 
– and beyond red-line ownership boundaries. 
Discovering landscape where you thought it 
couldn’t be, it creates a spatial vision to engage 
communities and provide a compelling narrative 
to support convincing actions. Integrating 
regional and local strategies and aspirations to 
create something that is more than the sum of its 
parts, and is already inspiring and provoking new 
ways of thinking across the region.

Mapping and research by the WMNP-Hub reveals 
the historical and geographical significance of the 
Colmore and Retail BIDs in Birmingham (fig.1). 
Located on the elevated, dry sandstone ridge that 
is the backbone of the city, focused on St Philip’s 
Cathedral, it is Birmingham’s civic, cultural and 
commercial heart. Occupying the high ground, 
the area would have once had commanding  
views over three valleys, including the Tame and 
the Rae, and distant views of the surroundings 
and horizons including Gravelly Hill, Barr Beacon 
and beyond.

The undulating topography of the city, subsumed 
over the decades by development, was heavily 
obscured by the Inner Ring Road completed in 
1971 (fig. 2).

Although removal of the Masshouse Circus 
section in 2002 and other interventions 
“broke” the concrete collar, it still physically 
and conceptually isolates the BIDs from the 
surrounding city. Impacting dramatically on 
the quality of the air, accessibility, identity and 
environment of the city centre, limiting the 
leverage to bring in high quality development 
and to attract global talent. We were asked 
recently – “why would I want to live in 
Birmingham – it is so ugly?”.

As the city transforms, and particularly in 
response to the pandemic, building densely 
and at such scale can no longer be seen as the 
default position to increase its economic basis. 
Rather than continuing to pack in development 
to support the city’s infrastructure needs, there 
is the opportunity to change mindsets, grow in 
a better way, build new models of finance and 
governance with selected partners (including the 
NHS, EA and others), and recognise the great 
advantage that could come with the territory 
– taking the high ground to lead the way both 
literally and metaphorically. Cutting through the 
critical spatial problems created by the Inner Ring 
Road will enable the BIDs to stretch beyond the 
concrete collar and embrace the surrounding 
communities. Adopting such a visionary approach 
to transformation, preparing for the climate 
emergency and putting quality of life and quality 
of environment at the top of the agenda, will 
enable citizens to access, live and work in the city 
with pride. No more cosmetic cover ups.  
The Colmore and Retail BIDs is ideally placed  
to drive this agenda forward with its partners.  
It will change our global identity and benefit  
our economy.

Figure 2 
Inner Ring Road route and property to be purchased  
(darker shading) The road was completed in 1971. 
© Birmingham City Council



THE RING PARKS
Birmingham comprises a series of rings of 
significant landscape infrastructure – the canals, 
rivers, its existing parks, the Edwardian Fringe 
Belt – (fig.3) in addition to its designation as a 
City of Nature, City of Trees and its international 
status as a Biophilic City. It also has significant 
swathes of land that will become available as the 
inner Ring Road is decommissioned. The BIDs is 
ideally placed to initiate the development and 
delivery of the Inner Ring Parks as part of the 
WMNP – a world class sequence of parks and 
squares, foot and cycle paths, (see https://www.
researchcatalogue.net/view/1088641/108871), 
to enable the city to transform. 

CLIMATE EMERGENCY
Preparing the city for the climate emergency 
through a series of detailed measures including 
the Mayors Round Table (through NULA), urban 
tree planting, and a substantive system of 
sustainable urban drainage that takes advantage 
of the slopes that encircle the BIDs (see fig.4 
overleaf. These will help cleanse Birmingham’s 
endangered aquifer, reduce flooding 
downstream, and address problems created by 
combined sewers. Other measures demonstrated 
by NULA https://www.bcu.ac.uk/architecture-and-
design/research/catid/projects/new-landscape-
alliance)
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SPECIFIC PROPOSALS 

Figure 3  
Detail of the Ring Parks proposal, with the Birmingham 
City Centre Park, the Inner Ring Parks, the encircling Canal 
system (pink), the river network (blue) and the remnants of the 
Edwardian Fringe Belt (olive ellipses).
© Kathryn Moore 
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CREATING IDENTITY
A series of protected views looking up and across 
to the city centre will make visual connections 
with its locale and reinforce the city’s topography. 
In turn, views out from the city centre to the 
surrounding horizons (including the north west) 
help reconnect communities with the forgotten 
landscape. Layered and annotated historical 
maps, and an interactive app bringing together 
audio and visual narratives will attract visitors to 
undertake self-guided walking tours around the 
city centre (fig. 4).

CHARACTER, CULTURE  
AND TOPOGRAPHY
Celebrating and upgrading the quality and 
character of the BID’s green infrastructure 
will provide shade and increase biodiversity. 
Connecting to local and regional long-distance 
paths and improving access to and from the city 
centre for surrounding communities will help 
address physical and mental health concerns. 
Celebrating the culture, history and topography 
of the BIDs, and responding to the agricultural 
hinterlands to the north, south, east and west 
of the region also gives people a renewed and 
grounded sense of identity. The WMNP vision 
helps address health inequalities and improve 
environmental, social and spatial justice of the 
city as a whole. The city centre can expand as 
was envisaged a decade ago, but this time with 
the benefit of hindsight we can do so through a 
careful curation of its landscape and the creation 
of a new identity to attract inward investment. 

Figure 4
Existing infrastructure - the impermeability of the concrete 
collar and the middle ring road, the canal system (dashed 
red line) HS2 Curzon Street, St Philip’s, with its uneasy spatial 
relationship to St Pauls, and the very difficult relationship 
between New Street Station and Eastside. The viewshed 
indicates existing views to the setting sun on the horizon in July. 
© Kathryn Moore



THE DISLOCATED CITY 
The critical spatial dislocations created by the 
remaining sections of the ‘concrete collar’ and 
past planning decisions need to be addressed as 
a matter of urgency if we are to revitalise the city 
centre. These should include: connecting the four 
stations; dealing more robustly with the tunnel 
from New Street station to Eastside; and the 
entrance to the city centre from HS2. Strategic 
connections need to be re-thought, including: 
connecting the Mailbox, Alpha Tower and the 
Council House; the City Centre to the Jewelry 
Quarter; and the Gun Quarter, Lancaster Circus, 
Digbeth and Eastside to the heart of the city. It’s 
vital that these are seen not as peripheral to, but 
integral to the Colmore and Retail BIDs. Integral 
in fact, to the success of the city – its levelling up 
agenda, the green recovery and future prosperity 
(fig. 5).

Activating this vision will involve targeted 
research, visioning workshops, and events to 
show how the Colmore and Retail BIDs puts 
quality of life and quality of environment at the 
top of the agenda. Strategic leadership from the 
WMNP-lab’s team of specialists will direct and 
support the translation of ideas and vision into 
tangible transformation of the Colmore and Retail 
BIDs as part of an integrated city.

Proposals beyond the current scope and footprint 
of the Colmore and Retail BIDs remain commercially 
confidential and subject to Birmingham City 
University copyright.
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Figure 5
(Red zig zags) show the hemming in of the BIDs by the concrete collar and the alternative possibility of using the 
space of the to create a sequence of parks and squares, improving access, permeability of the BIDs, reducing 
air pollution, improving biodiversity, physical and mental well being and embracing local communities currently 
detached by the “city wall”. Conceptualising the 4 separate stations as one for Birmingham. (The blue lines indicate 
views to the horizons. The topography gives ample opportunity for comprehensive SUD/revised drainage system 
at scale in the heart of the city hand in hand with the planting of linear urban forests.  
© Kathryn Moore
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