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16/04062/FUL - Walcot Yard Walcot Street Bath 
Demolition of the north range buildings and erection of 7 dwellings
Comment: The Trust appreciates the applicant’s engagement with us on their plans for this site.  Our comments are detailed below:

Viability 

The Trust has considered the proposal in the context of the character of the surrounding location, and the mix and tradition of use and is very uncomfortable with the loss of traditional workshop space in favour of residential units.  The applicant justifies this with the assertion that the character of Walcot Street is changing and that a mixed scheme (keeping an employment element) or full work space would not be commercially viable. However the character of Walcot Street is changing exactly because of cumulative development that over time has eroded the artisan elements in favour of residential development which is is simply more profitable. We are keen to understand how the applicant has arrived at their conclusion that pure residential use is the only viable option (we would suggest that perhaps this should be amended to the ‘most profitable’ option). Actually there are several other ‘viable’ options but presumably they do not give the financial return required by the investor. We understand that a Viability Appraisal does exist for this application but that it is confidential. Without a publically available Viability Report, there can be no transparent assessment of current market need – or lack of need - for various types of creative workspace which, if provided, could justify the applicant’s proposal. 
In our opinion the site should incorporate a mixed use element that could embrace the need for modern small business creative or craft workshop space as well as residential, this could assist in retaining the distinct historic and communal character of Walcot Street, (known as the artisan quarter) and thus aligning it with the Walcot Street SPG which concludes that diversity of use and small business is the most overriding characteristic of this area.   The submitted Supporting Statement discusses the ‘viability’ options but does not examine the effectiveness of providing residential units that incorporate a home workshop.  The heavily glazed ground floor element would highly suitable for a contemporary artisan working space connected to living space above.

As it stands, if this scheme is permitted, Walcot Yard would become wholly a residential and office development, retaining no traditional uses and thereby losing all connection to its interesting industrial past. If this occurs we would expect at the very least the provision of effective interpretation panels to illustrate the rich history of the Yard to passers-by and visitors. 
The designed scheme
We accept the applicant’s argument that the current non designated heritage asset is too unstable to be converted, though we do question whether a full assessment of a conservation-led restoration leading to mixed use has been fully considered and we do regret the loss of an industrial heritage asset that is important for its local rarity value. It appears one of the problems with this heritage asset is regrettably how long it has been badly maintained. For example water pouring in through sections of the roof which no doubt has worsened the buildings structural condition which in turn impacts on the remedial works required and the viability of restoration. We remind the case officer that para 130 of the NPPF talks further about where there is evidence of neglect the deteriorated state of a heritage asset should not be taken into account. 
Should the case officer be minded to support the demolition of the heritage asset, we question whether any further historic elements can be retained as well as the chimney?  We have no issues with the architectural design which echoes the current building, and we understand that the proposed materials are red brick, Bath stone ashlar and vertical emphasis glazing which is appropriate. We question whether the new residential balconies really echo the industrial detail of the former building; do they not give it a more residential character rather than industrial? 

We would urge the protection of the ancient wall bordering the garden of Ladymead House, and assume that any works to heighten this wall should include an undertaking to conserve and protect the lower section of wall.  In general we understand the area to be rich in archaeological deposits and assume a watching brief will be agreed to cover the ground works phase of construction. 
In brief, we feel that the scheme as submitted, and taken in the context of the wider Yard, would add to the erosion of local character and fail to comply with the Walcot Street SPG. As such, it should not be accepted without a detailed assessment by the case officer of both the rigour and breadth of the applicants’ viability conclusions and the impacts on both non designated and designated heritage assets and the historic importance of the Yard group of buildings.
