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15/05026/EFUL  Pinesgate, Lower Bristol Road, Westmoreland

Erection of an office building (Use Class B1) totalling 15,348sqm GIA, and a purpose-built educational campus, comprising academic accommodation (Use Class D1) and integral student accommodation (Use Class C2) of 16,491sqm, together with basement parking, associated infrastructure and landscaping.

OBJECT  

Summary

We do not object in principle to a contemporary approach to the design of new buildings on this site. Our main concern remains with the height, bulk and scale of the proposed development and the impact that this will have on the Outstanding Universal Value (OUV) of the World Heritage Site (WHS). The Trust acknowledges the amendments that have been made to this application in the attempt to address concerns regarding the heights of the buildings and the relationship with the context. The stepping down on the eastern side of the development site is a welcome improvement, but the overall height still fails to respect the surroundings. We also consider that whilst some variation in height helps to break up the visual impact of the scale and massing of these large blocks, it does not overcome our serious concerns and objections to the scale, height, bulk and massing of the two proposed buildings. 

The proposed partial reduction and variation in height fails to make this development acceptable. The buildings will be overly prominent and have an adverse impact on long views (as demonstrated in the verified views 9, 11 and 12) and short range views (in particular verified views 3 and 5), and would not sit comfortably within the historic environment of Bath. More should be done to reduce the bulk, massing and height. 
Background 

BPT welcomed the opportunity to engage in the early stages of the development process and provide comments. Our response has been informed by an earlier meeting between Ediston and BPT and the exhibition, which was attended by members of our Architecture and Planning Committee. We have provided pre-application comments to the applicants, and objections to planning applications and subsequent amendments expressing concerns about the height, design, appearance and previously proposed materials. We have engaged in further meetings with Creatrix PR to review the changes proposed within this planning application. 
Commercial viability
We acknowledge the need for a supply of good quality modern A1 office space in the City of Bath, and accept that the design of such space must accommodate floor to ceiling heights and floor plates that have not traditionally been seen in the city.  However, no commercial case has been made for a single development of this size in support of this application, and the office market in the city has never generated an underlying demand that would justify this much floor space in a single building.  

There is no suggestion presented that there is firm, credible occupier interest or a pre-letting in view. We note that a recent proposal for office development in the Lower Bristol Road has been withdrawn due to lack of commercial interest, and the site is now being considered for housing.

We also note that this development would constitute 30% of the total enterprise zone office allocation for the whole Local Plan Period up to 2029.  Were the whole site to be developed for office use  (if the Kaplan occupation were for any reason not to proceed) then a full 60% of the E.Z. allocation would be provided on a single site, rather than throughout the zone as envisaged.

In short, even in commercial terms, this appears to be too much space on one site, and this results in unacceptable development density, height, and bulk.

In particular, this may jeopardise the case for the North Quays development which is so important to the vision of B&NES for the Enterprise Area. 

Given this disproportionate scale, we do not consider that the case for commercial viability is sufficiently justified in support of the proposal. We fear that if this building were built and then left unoccupied, a large and relatively brutal building such as this could be a severe blight on the city. Moreover, we are concerned that if a building of a certain scale and height is agreed in principle, then, if there is no commercial interest, a subsequent proposal for residential accommodation of equivalent height and scale would prove difficult to refuse.

Height and Mass

This planning application proposes two buildings which are overly large and oppressive in the context of the Lower Bristol Road. Despite claims that the Bath Western Riverside (BWR) SPD has been followed, we do not believe that the ‘overarching design principles’ of the SPD have been properly taken into account, for example see highlighted sections of the ‘overarching principles’ below:  

1. Bath Context

The design solutions must be sensitive to, responsive and inspired by their Bath context. In particular designs must be respectful of the wider city and the outstanding universal values and characteristics that have led to its designation as a World Heritage Site. Designs should be inspired by and complement the historic fabric of the city but not compete with it in terms of their overall visual presence. BWR should, by way of contemporary interpretations, continue the Bath tradition that is based upon classical proportions and detailed to give visual delight. Overall the design of BWR must continue the tradition of strong visual harmony which has resulted from respect for the outstanding universal values, that has created this distinctive city.

3. Scale and Proportion

The tradition of a human scale in Bath must be recognised in BWR and this is based on hierarchy, order, proportion, rhythm, and harmony. Where greater scale is proposed sufficient setting will be required to retain human proportions. Retention of the human scale will reinforce the quality of the environment as a walking city.

5. Visual Connectivity

An important design consideration for BWR is the nature of the visual relationship it establishes with the Georgian city centre and the rest of the city, as it extends over the adjacent hillside.

The redevelopment of the site must not reduce the visual connection to the natural landscape. In this regard it must use the opportunity to bring the country into the city by a feeling that you can reach out to the wider green surroundings whilst being able to enjoy immediate green space.

In line with the above we do not consider that the development, by virtue of the layout and position is well connected to its context, and that the proposed height and bulk would have an overbearing impact on the character of the local townscape, reduce visual connections to the natural landscape and would detract from the visual harmony of the city. 

The proposal still seeks to develop the site to a height of 21.5m, this fails to accord with the BWR SPD which sets out a range of 3-6 storeys which converts to floor to ceiling heights of 18m.  The fact that the floor to ceiling heights need to be different for office space does not excuse in design terms these excessive heights for the setting.

The proposed excessive height, scale and massing of the buildings will appear over-dominant and overly assertive when viewed from the higher valley slopes down into the valley floor. From some positions in the surrounding streets within the neighbourhood the proposed buildings would be intrusive into the important visual links with views out to surrounding hillsides as the height of the building is blocking and compromising these short range views. 

We are particularly concerned about the heights of the buildings creating a canyon effect to the Homebase side and new canyon through the middle caused by the proposed buildings being so much closer than the (admittedly very poor) existing buildings.

We also consider that the footprint of the built form occupies too much of the site and would like to see the size reduced to allow landscaping to provide a better setting and environment. We welcome that there is some widening of the pavement and provision of trees along the Lower Bristol Road which would be a definite environmental improvement. Unfortunately this is the only positive comment we are able to make. 
Appearance and Materials

In relation to the appearance of the building we are not convinced that the design aesthetic which is in existence at BWR should necessarily be accepted as the design aesthetic for all new buildings in Bath or even in BWR.  

The light pollution implied by the extent of glass and banks of internal ceiling fittings is of concern in terms of the impact of the building on its surroundings and in the valley floor of an area which is to the South largely residential. 

The use of natural Bath stone is preferred in general in the City due to the homogeneity of material being part of the description of OUV of the World Heritage Site. However the use of Bath stone does not of itself make a design acceptable.   Preferably stone should be integral to the design i.e. it should not be used as a cladding. 

We note that the proposed roof-scape is articulated, which we understand should reduce impact when seen from above. This is one positive aspect of the design.

A point of relative detail: the 8 bays long projecting block at the western corner running down the NW and SW before a return could do with better articulation and breaking up, as in some other parts of the scheme.

Conclusion 

The proposed development, by virtue of its inappropriate height, bulk, massing, appearance and failure to respond to the local context, would be incongruous and overbearing, and an overdevelopment that would neither preserve nor enhance the setting of the City of Bath Conservation area and would compromise the special qualities of the World Heritage Site.  

This application is in our view contrary to the NPPF, the Planning (Listed Building and Conservation Areas) Act 1990, Policies D2 and D4 of the Bath and North East Local Plan, Policy B4 and CP6 of the Bath and North East Somerset Core Strategy, adopted July 2014,
