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BATH PRESERVATION TRUST

Consultation on the Draft Public Realm and Movement Strategy for Bath City Centre

February 2009

The Bath Preservation Trust was set up in 1934 to safeguard the historic city of Bath, now the only complete city in the UK afforded World Heritage Status. The purposes of the Trust are:

· to encourage and support the conservation, evolution and enhancement of Bath and its environs within a framework appropriate both to its historic setting and its sustainable future, and

· to provide educational resources, including museums, which focus on the architectural and historic importance of the city.

The Trust does this by:

· Campaigning and providing expert advice and opinion of planning applications, planning policy and legislation, and other matters affecting the World Heritage site and its environs;

· Running museums with specific themes and collections relating to the Georgian period, its economy, its buildings, social life and personalities;

· Providing educational resources, lectures, talks and events for all ages, in particular relating to the Georgian buildings in Bath and the wider architectural development of the City; and

· Having the active membership of involved and concerned subscribers. 

The Trust is a registered charity supported by over 1400 members, who share a passionate concern and interest in the city.  We receive no government funding, but are financially supported by our members, by grants and donations, and by income from our museums.

Summary of Bath Preservation Trust Response

· We applaud the ambition and broad aims and objectives of the Strategy, which needs sustained cross party commitment

· All physical development of the public realm must respect in spirit, and enhance in fact, the Outstanding Universal Values of the World Heritage City

· We support an altered hierarchy for transport, placing pedestrians, cyclists and public transport above the car

· There is insufficient emphasis on craftsmanship and local materials as a core design consideration

· Designs for street furniture in the historic areas must be firmly rooted in the local traditional style, rather than too closely related to the ‘fashions’ of 2009

· The delivery structure in the Council will need to formalise community consultation into the design phases.  BPT would welcome closer involvement than has been the case to date.

Introduction
We strongly support the Council’s ambition to develop a coherent long-term vision and delivery plan for the city centre as a whole.  We fully support the broad aims and objectives and we commend the Council on the work which has been done to support the proposals, and on the level of ambition which the strategy demonstrates.  We agree that the strategy should be adopted as an SPD, but consider that the Local Development Framework must also include a Historic Environment SPD in order to provide a robust and comprehensive planning framework in which high-quality development of the World Heritage City of Bath can take place over the coming decades.

We are encouraged by the leadership which the Council has shown in bringing forward this Public Realm and Movement Strategy.  Clearly strong cross-party political commitment will be needed if momentum is to be sustained over the next 10 to 20 years, and this political commitment will in turn depend upon widespread support from all sectors of the community in Bath and NE Somerset.  The Trust, with a 75-year history of working to preserve what is best about the city, is well-placed to work with the Council and other partners to build awareness of the strategy and of the benefits which it can deliver for residents, visitors and businesses.  We would urge the Council to work closely with us to make best use of the enthusiasm which our members bring.  Our response identifies those elements of the strategy where we believe we can add value.

The Trust looks forward with interest to seeing the responses to the document from other heritage organisations, including English Heritage, the Georgian Group, the English Historic Towns Forum, the National Trust and ICOMOS UK.  We would be interested to work with the Council to raise awareness of the strategy at national level, perhaps by holding a joint exhibition in London later in the year.

1
The Case for Transforming the Public Realm in Bath City Centre

1.1
The honest acknowledgement of the current state of decline in Part 1 of the document presents a compelling case for change which enhances the credibility of the Strategy.  The generally shabby and uncared-for appearance of the streets and spaces detracts from the attractiveness of the city as a place to live, work and visit, and compares badly with other historic cities in this country and overseas.  A long-term strategy of investment in upgrading the public realm should result in real benefits in terms of civic pride and the overall prosperity of the city. 

1.2
The trust remains very concerned that central Government’s over-ambitious targets for growth will put at risk the city and its setting.  The pressures which are likely to result from the Regional Spatial Strategy strengthen the case for major investment to rebalance and transform the movement systems and to enhance the attractiveness of the public spaces.

2
The Public Realm as the Canvas for Public Life in Bath

2.1
The City of Bath has been built on the enjoyment of its assets - its thermal spa waters, its outstanding eighteenth century architecture and urban design, and its attractive landscape setting. Accessible high quality public places are of intrinsic value to the enjoyment of the city. Many of the Bath’s streets were designed as outdoor living rooms and stages, as places in which to be seen and to interact. The Trust welcomes measures to increase the vibrancy of the city and social activity and public life on the street. There is scope for new activities such as markets and festivals to be introduced to revived historic spaces and to public spaces created as part of new developments, provided that steps are taken to minimise any adverse impacts on local residents and the built environment. Increased activity and vibrancy on the street will help to maintain and enhance Bath’s reputation as a centre for culture, with consequent benefits for the local community and the economy of the city. 

2.2
We would draw the Council’s attention to the Vienna Memorandum on

World Heritage and Contemporary Architecture – Managing the Historic Urban Landscape (UNESCO World Heritage Centre, 20 May 2005) http://whc.unesco.org/uploads/activities/documents/activity-47-2.pdf. This Memorandum emphasises the importance of ensuring that contemporary interventions in historic cities are sensitive to cultural and historic values, are based on a proper inventory of the historic assets and respect the authenticity and integrity of historic fabric.  We commend these principles and would urge that they drive the approach to implementation of the strategy.
3
An Integrated, Long-Term Public Realm Framework 

3.1
We believe that there is likely to be widespread support for the three overarching principles on page 32 (sense of place, distinctive design and quality) and for the broad approach proposed in Part 3 (reordered transport and movement systems, a refashioned network of streets, spaces and riverscape, and a new information system).  There is of course an immense amount of work to be done to get the details right.  Our comments on the proposed place values and public realm values (pages 34 and 35) are at Section 8 below.

3.2
The key objective must be to ensure that the transformation which is proposed preserves and enhances the Outstanding Universal Value of the City of Bath World Heritage Site as set out in the Statement of Significance submitted to UNESCO last year.  It will therefore be essential that the World Heritage Site Steering Group is closely involved in the delivery of the Strategy.  Implementation of the Public Realm and Movement Strategy needs to be accompanied by a step change in the interpretation of the World Heritage Site so that residents and visitors understand how the 21st Century city relates to and is inspired by its heritage.  The Trust is already working with the Council to develop better understanding of the World Heritage Site through educational activities and we look forward to similar collaboration on the wayfinding and information systems proposed in the Strategy.

3.3
We support the holistic approach of looking at the city centre as a total composition, while improving connections between the historic core and the surrounding areas, which include both the outstanding 18th Century architecture and urban design to the north and east and the new development areas along the river.  Consideration also needs to be given to the connections between the city centre and the areas beyond the new development sites within the city limits:  easy access to the centre from all parts of the city (without reliance on the private car) will be essential if the city as a whole is to reap full benefit from the investment which is proposed. 

3.4
If it is successful, the strategy is likely to result in an increase in the number of tourists visiting Bath.  The implementation plans need to take account of this potential increase and to cater adequately for all methods of transport including coaches as well as cars, buses and trains.

4
Rebalancing the movement systems

4.1
The Trust agrees with the proposal to re-order access and movement priorities within the city centre to put the pedestrians, including the mobility-impaired, at the top of the movement hierarchy, followed by cyclists and public transport vehicles. We recognise that adaptation for mobility impairment needs to be considered very carefully in relation to the design of existing frontages, surfaces and open spaces, and would like to see early engagement around how this is to be tackled.  We support the ambition to create a predominantly car-free city centre and to improve the network of spaces, by creating better permeability and legibility for pedestrians.  We do however question whether it is realistic to aim for Bath to be the UK’s most walkable city – the topography makes this a much more challenging aim than it would be for, say, Oxford or Cambridge.  Perhaps fully walkable would be more appropriate.

4.2
We support the ambition to reverse the neglect and under-utilisation of the River Avon by enhancing the river corridor and increasing access to and use of the river for leisure and local transport.  We reserve judgement on the scope for new river crossings until we have sight of specific proposals, although we agree that in principle it is desirable to increase the opportunities for pedestrians and cyclists to move conveniently from one side of the city to the other.  Full consideration will need to be given to the importance of historic views in developing any proposals for new river crossings.

4.3
We are aware that completion of Southgate and implementation of the Bath Transport Package are likely to lead to significant changes in the way public transport moves around the city centre.  Considerable sensitivity is needed in relation to the design and location of new bus stops in the historic core of the city, and we urge the Council to consult with local stakeholders, including the Trust, in good time to allow all interest groups to influence decisions. We would welcome more information on the proposals for the forecourt to Bath Spa Railway Station and Vaults Square, particularly details on materials and any focal design elements such as fountains or other public art, and on the proposals for the High Street and Orange Grove.  Consideration needs to be given to the management of coach tour buses as well as other forms of transport.

4.4
Arrival and departure spaces in the city centre should draw attention to Bath’s World Heritage status, as should Park and Ride sites and other gateways to the city.  Real time information at gateway points and elsewhere must be sensitively designed and illuminated so as to avoid harming the setting of the city and the rural environment.

5
Refashioning the Streets, Public Spaces and Riverside

5.1
We welcome the analysis in Section 2 of part 3 and in particular the recognition of the importance of Bath’s landscape setting.  We agree with the broad approach (the ‘lattice’ of streets and spaces) and look forward to detailed discussion about the treatment of individual streets and spaces.  Our comments on the proposed ‘Bath Pattern Book’ are in section 8 below.

5.2
We recognise that improvements will have to be phased in over time, and that it will be necessary to adopt a pragmatic approach, taking advantage of new commercial developments such as Southgate and implementation of public transport improvements.  We do however attach great importance to improving some of the iconic Georgian places and spaces sooner rather than later. 

5.3
For example, we welcome the ambition to make Pulteney Bridge car-free.  This is one of the city’s most iconic structures which struggles to maintain a high level of repair, and reduction in vehicular pressure is highly desirable.  The Trust would welcome further details of any proposed measures to reduce the impact of traffic and air pollution, and would welcome the opportunity to comment on any proposals to reconstruct the Western Pavilion as early as possible.  We also welcome proposals to remove parking and buses from Terrace Walk:  redesigning this street has the potential to make a great impact on the historic centre and we would wish to be involved in discussions at the earliest opportunity.  We recognise that removing traffic from Queen Square is not easy, but here again is an iconic space which is currently impossible to appreciate or utilise fully. A comparison with Trafalgar  Square, where at least one side was given up to pedestrians, might be helpful.

5.4
There needs to be a clear and widely-supported philosophy and methodology for the approach to developing the new environment before changes begin to be implemented. This should involve stakeholder and interest groups. In particular we consider that there needs to be a proper analysis of the parts of the city encompassed by the Strategy in order to identify and record significant elements of the streetscape and the value of its historic components.  In other words, there is a need to draw up an inventory of historic components (for example overthrows, 18th Century coal holes) and to develop plans for their future maintenance.  The Trust has launched its Street Renaissance Project and has a number of volunteers who are ready to assist with streetscape audits to feed in to implementation of the Strategy and to work with Council Officers, local businesses, residents and other interest groups to identify targets for quick win enhancements. 

5.5
We agree that trees provide important contrast to the built environment as well as visual interest and benefits in relation to pollution control.  However in considering the strategy for new and replacement tree planting it is important to bear in mind John Wood’s original design intention for important spaces such as Queen Square and the Circus, both of which now look very different from his concepts for their public realm.  Before the current trees reach the end of their natural life there needs to be wide public discussion of the options for treatment of these spaces.

5.6
We welcome the suggestion that a tree  fund, to which residents and businesses could contribute, might be created to finance the management and replenishment of Bath’s surrounding woodland.

6
Information and Wayfinding System

6.1
We support the intention to develop a single multi-modal information and way-finding system which focuses on print and digital products and reduces the dependence on street signs.  We commend the emphasis on a visual design which reflects the values of the city – symmetry, proportion, balance – and, we would add, colour which harmonises with the palette of Bath stone.

6.2
We strongly support the intention to provide much better interpretation of the city.  The Trust looks forward to assisting the Council with this, drawing on the knowledge and enthusiasm of our members and the extensive Building of Bath Collections.  The provision of this kind of information will enrich the experience of living, working and visiting in Bath.  Better interpretation of the city’s heritage through the systems proposed here needs to be supplemented by a comprehensive high-quality Heritage Interpretation Centre:  provision of such a Centre is clearly beyond the scope of the Public Realm and Movement Strategy but needs to be taken forward in parallel.  As we have said before, the Trust is keen to play a significant part in the development of such a centre.

7
Street Furniture and Wayfinding Products

7.1
We agree that a high-quality bespoke range of street furniture and wayfinding products should be introduced.  Craftsmanship should be central to the design approach (see also our comments in Section 8 below).  Bath must invest in the highest quality of craftsmanship and design which will stand the test of time.  We recognize that the strategy seeks to create a canvas for public life in the 21st Century, not a re-creation of 18th Century Bath.  But the street furniture and wayfinding systems must be grounded in the city’s distinctive heritage, not in an ‘off the peg’ style or in the house style of the consultants working on the project or a ’look and feel’ which happens to be fashionable in 2009. Our comments at paragraph 2.2 above refer.

7.2
Whilst a consistent and unified design approach is essential, unity is not the same as uniformity.  There should be scope for subtle variations in design of street furniture and lighting products.  The function of individual streets and spaces and the age and style of the immediate surroundings should influence the approach taken.

7.3
We support the ‘less is more’ approach to intervention in the public realm.  New interventions and designed components should have a lightness of touch and should not detract from the prominence or language of the historic architecture and detail.  This lightness of touch will need to be carefully considered in the context of the proposed strategy for public art, particularly in relation to permanent installations.

7.4
We support the proposal for a high-quality lighting strategy, drawing on the best available technology to reduce energy consumption and minimize light pollution.  Bath is a low-luminosity city, and a very subtle approach will be required.  Local designs should be respected, and appropriate heritage designs should be used in historic streets and spaces.  Careful consideration needs to be given to the daytime appearance of light fittings as well as their performance after dark.  There will be scope to reduce street clutter by mounting lights on buildings rather than on posts in some instances.  Criteria need to be established for floodlighting; both how to choose which important buildings, facades, monuments and trees (if any) should be illuminated and in what manner.

7.5
The lighting strategy must be accompanied by clear, coherent and consistently enforced planning policies relating to illuminated signs.  The Trust is concerned that a number of recent planning decisions on illuminated signs are not consistent with the policies set out in the Local Plan. Investment in improving the lighting of the public realm must not be undermined by unsuitable and intrusive illuminated advertising signs. 

8
Bath Pattern Book

8.1
We support the proposal to develop a Bath Pattern Book to set the design standards for all aspects of the public realm in Bath (hard and soft landscaping, street furniture including wayfinding and information products, lighting elements, public art and graphic design elements).  The Pattern Book must build on and extend the work which went into the Streetscape Manual which the Trust helped the Council to develop, and we stand ready to contribute the expertise of our members, and the resources of the Building of Bath Collection, to take the work forward.  Experience with the Streetscape Manual unfortunately demonstrates that adoption of the Bath Pattern Book within the planning framework will not be sufficient to ensure that it is observed.  The Council must put in place effective arrangements to ensure compliance.

8.2
We have looked carefully at the place values and public realm values and attributes described on pages 34 and 35 of the consultation document.  While few would dissent from what is proposed, the attributes listed are very general and we question whether they fully capture the uniqueness of the World Heritage City.  We are aware of at least one comment that ‘this could be anywhere’.  We consider that there is one significant omission from these values, namely craftsmanship in the use of materials, particularly local materials.  Style is the product of craftsmanship, design and materials, and Bath’s historic architecture has endured precisely because of the skills with which a wide range of local craftsmen gave form to the vision of the Romans and of John Wood and his successors.  We therefore request that craftsmanship is added to the list of public realm values and attributes, and is highlighted, along with walkable city, total composition and lightness of touch, as one of the guiding principles for the Bath Pattern Book.  

8.3
The Bath Pattern Book should encourage the use of reclaimed materials to repair and replace inappropriate modern materials.  A bank of reclaimed materials for repair and maintenance should be created so as to reduce costs and minimize the environmental footprint of the strategy.

8.4
We are concerned that decisions which may pre-empt important elements of the Bath Pattern Book are already being taken without involvement of local stakeholders.  For example, we understand that decisions have already been taken about the pennant paving material to be used in Southgate and extended throughout the city centre.  So far as we are aware, there has been no community consultation on the choice of material, its source and the laying pattern and mortar mix.  We urge the Council to ensure that key stakeholders such as ourselves are given the opportunity to comment before it is too late.

8.5
Similarly, we understand that the process of procuring design consultancy support for the Bath Pattern Book is well under way.  The Trust regrets that there was no opportunity to comment on the brief being given to the design consultants.  As noted in our introductory comments and in section 10 below, strong community support will be needed to maintain momentum for the Strategy, and this will not be possible unless the key stakeholder organizations feel they have been involved in the decisions which are taken.

8.6
Selection of appropriate contractors to manufacture and install new street furniture will be very important.  Many local craftspeople have considerable knowledge of the architectural and historic detail of Bath and are sensitive to the importance of respecting the local heritage:  this local knowledge should be given due weight in the selection process.

9
Phasing of Delivery

9.1
We recognize that implementation of the strategy will need to be phased over a lengthy period.  We endorse the intention to continue to develop the strategy and design elements (page 120) and urge the Council to involve us wherever we can contribute usefully.  In particular, we believe that we could and should be involved from the earliest possible stage in items 3, 6, 7, 8, 9, 11, 13, 14, 15, 16, 17 and 18 of the list on page 120.

9.2
In relation to Quick Wins, we welcome the appointment of the City Centre Manager and agree with the list proposed on page 121.  The Trust’s Streetscape Renaissance Project (described at paragraph 5.4 above) has the capacity to contribute to the decluttering of the streetscape as well as identifying and recording the elements of historic importance, and we look forward to working with the Council, Future Bath Plus and other interested groups on this.  We would encourage the Council not to confine its further discussion on the Quick Wins to Future Bath Plus – not all the key local interests are represented on its Advisory Boards.

9.3
We agree that the phasing of the major projects should build on the Southgate development, the Bath Transport Package and other major commercial developments in and around the city centre.  The proposed major projects for 2008-2013 (pages 124 and 125) would make a considerable contribution towards achieving the objectives of the strategy, and we support them in principle while reserving the right to comment on or object to specific aspects when more detailed information becomes available.  

9.4
We recognize the need to identify viable alternative options for managing traffic before pedestrianisation of Pulteney Bridge and Queen Square, but we reiterate that the Trust attaches importance to making progress on these two iconic spaces sooner rather than later.  We also look forward to further information on the proposed £1 million package of works to High Street and Orange Grove and the emerging development plans for Sawclose (both mentioned on page 123, but as far as we know no detailed information is in the public domain).

10 
Other Comments

10.1
We have looked carefully at the proposals for management and organization (page 117) and have the following comments:

· Point 1:  we agree that the Council needs to review its political, management and organizational structures to deliver the public realm and movement agenda.  We are not sure which organizations the Council regards as its ‘partners’.  No doubt Future Bath Plus is included, but which others are to be engaged?  For example, what about the utility companies whose activities cause a significant amount of the clutter and the inappropriate repairs to street surfaces?  Is there scope for the Council to strike a deal with the utility companies to allow the Council to take over responsibility (at the utility company’s cost) for reinstatement of street surfaces using the Council’s own qualified contractors and the approved quality of materials?  Much of the proliferation of street signs and other clutter reflects the standard requirements of the Highways Agency.  How does the Council intend to ensure that the Highways Agency respects the Bath Pattern Book?  Is there scope to persuade them that as a World Heritage City Bath requires special treatment?

· Point 2:  a communications strategy on its own will not be sufficient to engage the community.  What is needed is a genuine opportunity for the key stakeholder organizations (such as the Bath Preservation Trust and the Federation of Bath Residents’ Associations as well as the business community) to influence designs and decisions at an early stage. Our comments above highlight some instances where this is not happening and we urge the Council to rectify this.

· Point 3:  the Council needs to identify urgently what it means by ‘all relevant sectors’ to be represented on the Stakeholder Public Realm Review Panel.  The Bath Preservation Trust wishes to be represented on this Panel.

· Point 4:  similarly, we wish to be included in the ‘design management resource’.

· Point 6:  we agree strongly with the need for enhanced maintenance and quality control of streetworks and the need to avoid poor quality reinstatement.  Our comments about the utility companies at point 1 above refer. We believe that wherever possible small electricity substations and traffic control boxes should be placed underground (eg at the corner of Queen Square and Gay Street).  We are concerned by the implication on page 105 that elements of the Plan may be modified ‘as part of routine maintenance work’ and that there will be circumstances where tarmac and concrete paving materials will continue to be used.  We hope that this does not mean that tarmac or concrete will be used for repair of surfaces which have already been surfaced in pennant stone or other high-quality materials.

· Point 7:  it is not clear who will be included in the training programme.  Will it extend to the Council’s external contractors and suppliers?  There will be a need to work closely with local businesses and local education providers, particularly the City of Bath College, to ensure that there is a continuing supply of the appropriate craft skills to create and maintain the high-quality public realm.

10.2
The Council should explain the relationship between the proposed governance arrangements for the Public Realm and Movement Strategy and the World Heritage Site Steering Group.  The WHS Steering Group must be able to influence the development and implementation of the PRMS.

10.3
Finally on an important point of detail, we were disappointed to see that the Timeline (pages 26 to 31) fails to record the inscription of the City of Bath as a World Heritage Site in 1987.
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