SAVE Britain’s Heritage objects in the strongest terms to the outline planning application for the redevelopment of the canal corridor area of Lancaster. SAVE believes this is the wrong application for this sensitive and finely textured site, indeed it is one of the worst to have come to SAVE’s attention in recent years. SAVE is particularly concerned about the level of demolition, the scale and footprint of the proposed blocks and the failure to integrate the development into the existing historic fabric and street pattern. The current proposals will degrade two important conservation areas and damage famous views over the city.

It is our view that the current proposals completely fail to understand or utilise the intrinsic qualities of this part of the city. Despite much destruction in the 1960s this area retains a sense of organic evolution, and benefits from an irregular street pattern, and a subtle, varied streetscape. Rather than build on these qualities, which English Heritage rightly describes as ‘enviable’, the current plans will destroy them. 

Focussing first on the proposed demolitions, the loss of the Stonewell ‘nose’ and key ‘background’ buildings such as the post office, dance studio and musicians co-op is quite without justification. These buildings may not be listed but they an unconscious and positive contribution to the special character of the conservation area. Without these background buildings, the listed structures will lose their context and become isolated. The loss of the large brewery complex and associated warehouses would again be deeply regrettable. These structures are eminently capable of conversion to a range of uses and together could form an intimate, distinctive and attractive retail or leisure area. Equally important are the streets, lanes and courtyard running between these buildings, these help define the distinct character of the area and their retention in a new development is, therefore, not only necessary but also desirable. SAVE also objects to the pedestrian bridge across Stonewell which we feel would create an unnecessary separation between vehicular and pedestrian traffic, disrupt views, and degrade the streetscape below.

The new blocks and central ‘square’ or ‘piazza’ proposed in the scheme reflect nothing of the existing streetscape and plan. They impose a rigid, impermeable, series of blocks and disregard the scale and variation of the historic layout. The proposed layout is based on that of a modern shopping mall - a completely alien model for this part of the city. With substantial open space available in the north and east of the site for new build it seems inexcusable that existing fabric should not be preserved and tied in to any new development. 

SAVE notes Lancaster’s ambitions to rival Bath in terms of beauty and status. We therefore urge you to learn from the demolitions in the 60 and 70s which robbed Bath of so many of its smaller streets and houses and has left a permanent and visible scar on the city. In the 1970’s London’s Covent Garden faced a similar choice - comprehensive redevelopment or preservation, conversion and enhancement. Fortunately, after protests from residents and conservation groups, the latter approach was adopted and the result is one of Europe’s most successful, celebrated and best-loved retail and entertainment areas. SAVE urges your council not to put short term economic gain ahead of long term sustainability. If the city’s aspirations are to be met then a sensitive, conservation led approach to new development must be adopted. 
To summarise, SAVE feels that the proposed development is clumsy, over scaled, insensitive and destructive. As it could in no way be said to preserve and enhance the special character of the conservation area, it clearly contravenes planning guidance set out in PPG 15. It is also completely out of line with your Local Plan and SPG which, like PPG 15, highlights the importance of ‘the sensitive integration of new buildings within the existing historic fabric.’

We therefore urge your authority in the strongest terms to reject this application. This insensitive scheme would blight the city, damage its special character and endanger its long-term economic future.
Yours sincerely,

William Palin

Secretary

