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Chasing challenges

Joseph Rajah 
established Joseph 
Homes during the 
bleakness of the 
downturn. He talks 
to Suzie Mayes 
about challenges and 
opportunities, design-
led values, and space-
saving in London

For every challenge, an opportunity presents 
itself. This appears to be the motto that Joseph 
Rajah, ceo of Joseph Homes, ascribes to. Having 

previously “dabbled” in property, in 2008 – during 
housebuilding’s annus horribilis – he established 
his London-based firm, initially concentrating 
on developing affordable housing for housing 
associations. This was at a time when social housing 
seemed the only tenure that was sensible to attempt.

But three years later, with grant to housing 
associations severely reduced, Rajah switched his 
attention to prime central London. Then it was all 
change again when stamp duty revisions and other 
elements pulled the sheen off prime property. He 
has now settled on developing homes in all zones 
of London. And so far he is benefitting from that move.

Rajah, a determined and enthusiastic man, cuts a 
relaxed figure at his premises close to Waterloo. The 
small and intimate office, with its weathered exterior 
and entrance via a small balcony, seems somehow 
apt for a company that professes to be design-led. 
There is a distinctly convivial feel to the HQ. Most staff 
hail from plc backgrounds, joining the company to do 
something different “to add value,” Rajah says. 

Placed on the walls of the office in frames are 
descriptions of Joseph Homes’ values. These are under 
the banners “Why”, “How” and “Live Well” –  
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the company’s strapline. The “Why” is the pursuit of 
creativity and  innovation in everything  Joseph Homes 
does “in the right way every time”. “How” is about 
developing a trustworthy and transparent community 
for stakeholders and residents, and applying exacting 
attention to detail to produce something valuable 
to surrounding communities. Innovation is the 
route to adding value, Rajah states. And the recently 
trademarked “Live Well” reflects Joseph Homes’ ability to 
deliver “innovative, healthy homes in trending locations 
across London”. 

innovation
Naturally, the above means a lot to Rajah. He also 
simply loves the chance to be creative. “One of the 
reasons I got into property was to create something,” 
he says brightly. “With my previous role [Rajah has 
property, marketing and venture capital experience]  
I could be quite creative. With property you can create 
something of permanence to add value.” The themes 
of innovation and creativity course through the 
business at every level and department, he says.

Rajah is heavily guided by a quote from Milton 
Glaser, a respected American graphic designer. “He 
said: ‘There are three responses to a piece of design 
— yes, no, and WOW!’ I wish I’d said it first. This is 
how we run the business. If something’s not a ‘hell 
yes,’ it should be a ‘hell no’. Design must be functional 
and beautiful. It’s a duty of care for every developer 
to commit to producing things of beauty.” The “duty of 

care” notion is also clearly key to Rajah, cropping up 
frequently during this interview.

He points to Joseph Homes’ Durnsford Road scheme 
in Wimbledon, south west London, as an example of 
function fusing with aesthetics. The development’s 27 
abodes – a mix of studios and one-bedroom apartments 
– feature “space-efficient” layouts with living and 
sleeping zones in most of the studios and partial 
dividing walls in some of the apartments. The bed area 
is raised to accommodate 
storage, and high ceilings 
create mezzanine levels. 
And the interior design 
focus is  “urban industrial 
chic”. Rajah notes that 
the homes sold well to 
couples – an important 
barometer of the scheme’s 
space saving success. “We didn’t have to do this; we 
could have created larger two-bed homes. But it was 
that sense of duty of care in getting the best value for 
the space provided,” he says. Joseph Homes is currently 
seeking to talk to a local authority about turning these 
layouts into a recognised space standard. (For more on 
Joseph Homes’ schemes, see box).

The developer also wishes to deliver a tower in 
central London, offering Help to Buy on the homes. 
“With this, it will take a local authority with a planning 
mix mentality,” Rajah says. “We want to create homes 
that are accessible” –  i.e. genuinely affordable.

Rajah is working on scaling the business. The 
company’s intention, upon spreading into greater 
London, was to build a platform to fulfil its well-
planned values. Rajah wants to apply Joseph Homes’ 
bespoke high-end history to “volume housebuilding”. 
He is also planning to introduce mixed-use schemes. 
“Because we’re scaling the business, we’re looking to 
do bigger schemes which envitably have some form 
of commercial. This brings opportunities to diversify 
revenues, not just from property.” In achieving scale, 
Rajah also hopes to join the ranks of developers who 
deal in placemaking. One crucial aspect to delivering 
mixed-use offerings is feeling comfortable with the 
specification of the commercial element, he says.

And he is casting his eye beyond the capital. But with 
caveats. “We’re hoping to develop outside London. But 
everyone here [his team] loves London and I know it 
so well. When a deal falls across my deal, I understand 
it straight away. “ To move to another city would be a 
different experience.

But cities that Rajah has 
“enjoyed” interest him – 
Bristol, Birmingham and 
Manchester for instance. 
“Instinctively, the 
proximity of Birmingham 
to London I see as an 
opportunity. For the 
foreseeable future though, 

we’ll be delivering homes in London.”
One of Rajah’s motivations for venturing outside 

the capital is the opportunity to deliver build to rent 
homes. “It’s more difficult to do this in London than 
elsewhere,” he says. Joseph Homes is developing Roost 
– a branch of the company dedicated to producing 
rental properties. “We started Roost as our ambition is 
to invest long term. Property as an industry is a long 
term game.” The company is in planning for a “Build to 
rent” tower in Peckham. “Build to rent is an inevitable 
market. That’s why the market’s pouring in.” With home 

Joseph Homes’ Durnsford Road apartments 
feature “space efficient” layouts including 
storage space under the bed platform

Paxton House is the conversion of a derelict office building into 43 flats with sustainable features
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to create something”
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ownership a distant dream for many, “we think this is 
where the opportunities are.”

Over the past year, Joseph Homes has doubled in size. 
For this year it has 400 homes under construction with 
the same planned for each year “over the next few years”. 

While expanding and exploring different markets, 
Rajah is all too conscious about the need to preserve 
the company’s finely tuned design principles and 
not succumb to any dilution. “Our natural ethos is to 
produce quality schemes. But the challenge for us is, 
as we scale, getting the balance right – that duty of 
care, being a design-led firm – against the wrath of 
standardisation which comes with building at scale.

“Our challenge is recruiting well and maintaining our 
culture while trying to avoid the issues that come with 
standardisation.” How he does that is a work in progress.

growing intellectually
More certain is Joseph Homes’ desire to grow 
intellectually. Rajah sets targets for both personal 
growth and the entire company. He is also constantly 
thinking of those who will lead  in the future.

“We have a target to create leaders. There’s an 
inherent understanding that there’s a bottleneck at 
the top, so we’re growing individuals; it’s a strategic 
growth plan.”

Joseph Homes’ success, Rajah explains sternly, is 
measured by everyone the firm affects – communities, 
shareholders and others. “We have to benefit more 

people which means we grow. That’s why we measure 
growth by number of units; that’s the number of 
people we’re affecting.”

And to help its buyers – and the environment 
– Rajah also has an ambition to deliver “fully 
sustainable, non-toxic homes” by 2025. This is another 
step in the company’s mission to be a responsible 
developer. “With each development we do, we get a 
little further along. It’s about a complete alignment 
of the building cycle and we want to get the supply 
chain involved. That’s the difficult part - getting 
everyone else on board. But it’s another duty of care 

to developers to build homes that are healthy.” To this 
end, the firm’s Paxton House scheme in Norwood, 
south east London, features Accoya wood cladding 
with balconies facing south west. Each apartment has 
its own entrance and there are large communal areas. 
“We think we’ve assisted in the regeneration of the 
area,” Rajah says. 

Joseph Homes is assisting in easing London’s homes 
shortage. And Rajah’s creative drive and love for 
the city will help lead him over the next hurdle that 
London presents. Because behind every challenge 
there is very often an opportunity. hb

No 1 Millbrook Park is surrounded by two panoramic parks

Great spaces 
Joseph Homes pays careful attention to layouts and the use of space in its 
schemes. At No 1 Millbrook Park, part of a residential masterplan in Mill Hill, 
north west London, “we found a site where we could increase the space,” 
says Joseph Rajah. “Visual distances are maximised within the layouts of the 
properties, making our homes feel spacious and generous. Large full-height 
glazing brings in extensive natural light and allows for dynamic views out 
towards the surrounding parkland.”
There are two “panoramic” parks encircling the scheme of 144 houses and 
apartments. “The aim was to bring the view into the development to have a 
sense of openness and vista,” Rajah explains.

The scheme’s exteriors reinterpret traditional neo-Georgian housing in 
an attractive, modern way, creatively utilising brick, wood and stone. 

For the Tramyard in Balham, south west London, Joseph Homes has 
gone back into planning to reduce the size of the 69 units “to bring them 
within the affordability of the local area”. The company bought the site 
with an existing planning permission attached. “The apartment layouts, 
circulation, entrance lobby and materials were immediately reviewed in 
order to deliver a superior product. This coupled with a more beautiful 
palette of materials will ensure this project will prove successful,” Rajah 
states. The layout also features generous communal spaces “for residents 
to socialise, helping create a friendly and welcoming community”. 

And in most of the studio units at Durnsford Road, Wimbledon – a 
conversion of an office building - bespoke multi-function joinery and 
split levels divide the space into zones. For all properties, beneath the 
bed platform there is interlocking storage space, providing built-in 
wardrobes and shelving units for the living space as well as a storage 
wall for the kitchen. 

The Tramyard comprises apartments, duplexes and penthouses 
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