WATCHET CONSERVATION SOCIETY

Ms E Peeks        

Planning Officer                      

West Somerset Council.  

Williton                 

Dear Ms Peeks           

Application No: 3/37/08/025  

East Wharf, Watchet    

I write on behalf on behalf of the Watchet Conservation Society and enclose the Society's comments and observations on the above application. For your information the Society has more than 100 members and was formed for the following purposes:

1.        To promote high standards of planning and architecture in or affecting Watchet and its environs

2.       To educate the public in the geography, history, natural history and architecture of Watchet and its environs

3.       To secure the preservation, protection, development and improvement of the features of historic or public interest in Watchet and its environs

4.       To strive to reconcile the desirability of preserving those features which give the district its distinctive charm with the need for progress and prosperity.

While the comments and observations do not necessarily reflect the opinions of each individual member they are those of the Society and should please be conveyed as such to the Planning Committee of the Council.

Yours sincerely

Paul Upton, Casework Officer on behalf of Watchet Conservation Society.

Paul Upton, Arden Cottage, Williton, Taunton, Somerset. TA4 4QU

WATCHET CONSERVATION SOCIETY

East Wharf, Watchet

Planning Application No: 3/37/08/025
COMMENTS AND OBSERVATIONS

1. DEMOLITION

The demolition of the existing buildings on the East Wharf, including the harbour master’s offices and Quay West Radio is welcomed as they have no architectural merit.  However, the removal of the warehouse does mean losing the lines from Coleridge’s Ancient Mariner: “The Fair Breeze Blew, the White Foam Flew, the Furrow Followed Free” which have become a distinctive and relevant part of the harbour landscape.  We would hope that they could be incorporated somewhere within the redevelopment of the site, perhaps in the Belvedere Building which is advertised as “a fantastic site for public art”.  

We also support the demolition of the Harbour Road toilets if they are replaced with improved, modern conveniences with vandal proof features.

2. THE PROPOSED DEVELOPMENT

i) General

In principle we would welcome a new and contemporary development on the East Wharf, however the design, scale and mass of the proposed buildings could be said to be “big and brave” and little acknowledgement is made to the vernacular architecture of the town which is an eclectic mix of styles evolved over the centuries.  This is a design choice which would be better achieved if the size of the Wharf buildings was lower in relation to the Boat building. The East Wharf has only fairly recently been included in the Watchet Conservation Area following the Conservation Area Review of 2002 but the decision to include it was taken deliberately following a report to the Planning Committee which described the historic core of the town as deriving its interests from “small scale street and subtle variations in building lines”.

The Society believes that this development is unacceptable in its scale and mass.

ii) Visual Impact 

Many views of the marina and the town will be adversely affected.  In particular:

a) The size and particularly the height of the buildings will effectively dwarf and detract from all other nearby buildings on the harbour side along the Esplanade.  A 6 storey building will be double the height of the existing roof lines in the conservation area.

b) The distinctive and important view from the Esplanade to the trees on the Memorial Ground and the Quantock Hills beyond will be severely affected.

iii) The Relevance of Planning Policy

a) Planning and the Historic Environment 

Watchet has a longstanding historic importance.  Natural key landscape features which are visible both from the town and the Bristol Channel have historically helped to define and identify the special characteristics that make Watchet unique.  The size, scale and mass of the development could adversely affect the natural appeal of the town, in particular for visitors.  It is quite clear, in our view, that such a development would change completely the architectural character of Watchet.

b) Local Plan Policy CA/1

This requires that proposals must be in keeping with the “scale, architectural quality and features of the area”.  The effect of the scale mass, design and materials of this development upon the historic landscape, natural  landscape and special characteristics that define the nature and function of the area will be directly contrary to the purpose of this policy.  

c) Joint Structure Plan (para 4.39 of Policy 9 

“The Built Historic Environment”

This requires sympathetic development in terms of scale, mass, design and materials.  We do not regard these proposals as conforming with that Policy.  

d) Ports and Wharves Policy 58

This seeks to protect those assets from development that would prejudice their future potential.  The development is so intense that the future expansion of the marina to its full potential and, more importantly, the opportunity to develop a maritime heritage attraction would be missed.  

e) Local Plan Policy WAT/1 

This is specific to the East Wharf and requires that the development should not “detract from the character and appearance of the adjoining conservation area”.  In our view the proposed buildings have nothing whatever in common with the adjoining conservation area. 

iv) The materials used

The Society has concerns about some of the proposed materials in the development.  Wood cladding is proposed. If hard wood is used, it must come from a sustainable source.  If soft wood, maintenance will be a problem in this location.


We would like to see local stone used to face the buildings.  Hard limestone from the lias or red sandstone from Capton quarry would be suitable.  If render is to be used, it should be self coloured using Hill Head sand for example. 

v) Public circulation areas

More attention should be given to the public circulation areas to discourage anti social behaviour and dangerous activity.  

There is the potential for foot / vehicular conflict in front of the Belvedere building as pedestrians emerge from Goviers Lane, The Esplanade and Harbour Road with traffic entering and leaving the development.  We would wish that appropriate design measures are included to manage this potential conflict.

There are concerns that the car parking needs of such a large development, the marina and the increase in visitors to the town that are expected  are not adequately met.  We accept that Urban Splash have sought to address these concerns but feel that the expanded commercial and residential needs this development should bring are still not adequately catered for in the car parking provision envisaged. 

3. SUMMARY

· The Society supports the plans to demolish the four buildings in the plans.

· We have concerns about the scale and mass of this development.  It is too large for this site.

· Many views of the marina and the town will be adversely affected.

· We believe the development conflicts with planning policy.

· More sympathetic materials should be used to face the buildings.

· More care is needed with the design of public circulation areas and greater account taken of the need for car parking.

