Wealthy homeowners use 'Grand Designs' clause to build striking rural homes in Gloucestershire
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A little-known planning regulation known as the 'Grand Designs' clause is enabling wealthy individuals to construct striking contemporary homes within Gloucestershire's rural landscapes, including protected Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB). This regulatory provision, known formally as Paragraph 84 of the National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF), allows special construction projects in countryside locations, provided they demonstrate "exceptional quality" in design and architecture.
This clause has facilitated an increasing number of high-specification, modern residences in the Gloucestershire area, attracting affluent homeowners drawn to the challenge and prestige of developing architecturally innovative properties in rural settings.
Richard Hawkes, founder and director of Hawkes Architecture — a firm specialising in Paragraph 84 properties — has overseen 36 such projects, including Headlands, a standout residence completed in 2018 within the Cotswold AONB near Prestbury, Cheltenham. This home features a distinctive leaf-shaped zinc roof and cutting-edge interior design, and has been recognised as one of the UK’s most remarkable architectural achievements under the stringent criteria of exceptional design quality.
Another notable example is Swinhay House near Wotton-under-Edge, Gloucestershire, known for its audacious curved design and prominent observatory tower. The residence gained public attention after appearing in the final episode of the BBC series Sherlock, where it served as the home of a fictional powerful businessman character.
Speaking to the Birmingham Mail, Richard Hawkes explained the evolution of the policy: "The policy is 28 years old. It was all about continuing the tradition of the English country house, because it's quintessentially English to have these types of home. But in the early noughties it shifted to a more contemporary interpretation of this rather than the classic country estate. Since then, the wording has changed several times and they are now called 'Paragraph 84' homes."
He also highlighted the close association between the policy and the Channel 4 programme Grand Designs, stating, "Grand Designs has become a bit of a flag bearer for the policy – it's almost a symbiotic relationship with the programme."
Despite the allure of creating bespoke rural homes, the process involves a rigorous and costly planning stage. Paragraph 84 (e) of the NPPF mandates that these homes must be "truly outstanding, reflecting the highest standards in architecture," while also "significantly enhancing" their immediate surroundings and respecting the local area's defining characteristics. Costs for planning alone can exceed £100,000, with total development expenses reaching millions depending on the complexity and scale of the project.
Richard Hawkes underscored the high standards required, noting, "Any paragraph 84 has to be, by definition, high quality and meet the defining criteria. These homes shouldn't need to hide – or apologise for being there – because they are outstanding and exceptional."
The challenge of selecting an appropriate site was also emphasised, with Richard calling it "really difficult to put into words what makes a good site because it's so complex – there are numerous surveys and reports that need to be filed." He added, "Paragraph 84 is a policy that was created by the government to be achieved. It was designed to be a hurdle that could be jumped, but also one that was set high enough that the homes have to be a statement of intent."
Among other impressive Paragraph 84 developments is Bigbury Hollow in Kent, near the Iron Age hill fort of Bigbury Camp. This property, which cost around £1.5 million, features terraced courtyards designed to maximise natural light and subterranean wings spreading across its grounds. The home was featured on Grand Designs in 2022, where presenter Kevin McCloud described it as "like a concrete submarine which has breached the surface of a wildflower meadow and come up for air."
Similarly, the Lake House in East Sussex sits within 40 acres of the High Weald National Landscape, overlooking a former fishing lake and adjacent to an old railway line. Its design includes three carriage-like structures that pay homage to the site's railway heritage.
Rob Hughes, director at Hughes Planning—a consultancy that collaborates with Hawkes Architecture on Paragraph 84 projects—emphasised the importance of professional guidance. He said, "Not every site will be able to accommodate a Para 84 home so it's important that people seek out professional advice, someone with the right expertise, as it really is a niche."
Rob outlined the types of experts typically involved: planning consultants, architects, landscape architects, ecologists, arboricultural consultants, flood and drainage experts, engineers, and sustainability consultants.
He noted, "It's not something you can do half-heartedly, you have to have a lot of money to do it, but equally it's not billionaire territory – it's really a mix of clients we get."
Reasons for planning refusals often relate to failure to meet the enhancement or siting criteria or the design not being outstanding enough, Rob explained: "You usually find the reasons schemes don't get through are because of three main issues. First, it does not significantly enhance the area, second, it is not within the defining characteristics of the area, and finally it's simply not outstanding enough."
There is sometimes local resistance to these developments, partly due to misunderstandings of the policy. Richard Hawkes commented, "We get some communities who are very supportive and the parish councils saying it's forward-thinking, but more often than not there is nimbyism to the proposals."
Rob Hughes added, "Some members of the public don't like the idea but really there's a requirement for the homes to be isolated so it's not really going to affect them."
The emergence of Paragraph 84 properties represents a modern iteration of the traditional English country home, blending architectural innovation with the enduring appeal of rural living. The combination of stringent criteria, significant costs, and a complex planning process means these unique residences remain exclusive to a niche group of affluent clients willing to undertake the challenge of building exceptional homes in England's countryside.
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