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Dear Mr Westbury

T&CP (Development Management Procedure) (England) Order 2015
& Planning (Listed Buildings & Conservation Areas) Regulations 1990

WATERFRONT SQUARE MILLENNIUM SQUARE BRISTOL
Application No. 21/05580/F

Thank you for your letter of 27 October 2021 regarding the above application for planning permission. On the basis of the information available to date, we offer the following advice to assist your authority in determining the application.

Summary
Thank you for consulting Historic England on the proposals for this important waterfront site. We wish to register an objection to this planning application because:
· The proposed development would block important views across the docks to Bristol Cathedral and other heritage assets, harming their setting and detracting from Bristol’s historic and distinctive cityscape.
· The proposals will erode Bristol’s character and identity, as well as the public’s understanding and enjoyment of the city, which is defined in part by the panoramic views its topography affords.
· We consider that the design of the proposed building is of insufficient quality for such an important site.
· We do not consider the proposal conforms with either national planning policy or that of the city.

We recognise the development potential of the site, and would welcome the opportunity to assist relevant parties in finding a proposal that responds positively to its context and is of a quality commensurate to the outstanding surrounding urban environment.



Historic England Advice

Significance
The site is located on the harbour at a historic confluence of the Rivers Frome and Avon, which were canalised as part of the creation of Bristol’s Floating Harbour in 1823. Viewed from the South side of the Floating Harbour, the open nature of the site affords attractive views towards Bristol Cathedral (Grade I listed) and the surrounding townscape on rising land. 

Numerous other heritage assets are in view including the University’s Wills Memorial Tower (Grade II*) and the Cabot Tower (Grade II).  The site is within the City Docks Conservation Area. These views are an important contributing factor to the character and appearance of the conservation area, but more widely to Bristol’s unique and distinctive cityscape.

The city is set against its harbour with buildings lining the steep hillsides beyond, historically punctuated by the towers of churches and the cathedral, joined since the late 19th century by those of secular structures such as the Cabot Tower and Wills Memorial building. 

Bristol Cathedral is one of England's great medieval churches. It originated as an Augustinian Abbey, founded around 1140. It is sited on raised ground overlooking the historic confluence of the Frome and the Avon. As built, the Abbey church overlooked and controlled a wide marsh. The Frome followed a natural course flowing through what is now The Centre, before sharply turning east and entering the Avon near Bristol Bridge. Agreement was reached with the Abbot of St Augustine’s in 1240 to enable the creation of St Augustine’s Reach, diverting the Frome to flow North-South though the marsh by 1247. The heart of Bristol’s port shifted from the area around the castle to new quays in the area now known as the Centre.  

As a major Norman architectural foundation, the location of the abbey church when entering Bristol by river was a powerful political statement of overlord-ship. It may also be significant that the church remains at the focus of Corn Street from the High Cross; the castle Keep would have been visible at the opposite end of that axis. While the confluence of the Frome and Avon at their current meeting place is not directly related to the position of the Cathedral, visibility of the Cathedral from the waterfront is an essential to its setting and thus significance.       

The heyday of Canon’s Marsh as an industrial enclave came at the beginning of the 20th century following the opening of a railway line in 1906, along with a modern covered goods shed. This was quickly followed by the construction of two large bonded tobacco warehouses, which stood prominently on land North West of the Waterfront Place site. The late 20th century saw significant development as the harbour was repurposed as a leisure destination, a precursor to which was the demolition of the 1906 bonded warehouses in 1987. 

The opening up of the floating harbour as a leisure destination has brought large numbers of visitors and unrestricted access to land which for centuries had been closed to the public. The M-Shed museum attracts around 800,000 visitors per year. The harbourside is regularly animated by a series of festivals and performances - it has become a focus point for the city’s cultural activities. 

Much of this success can be attributed to repurposing of historic buildings; the historic Transit sheds along St Augustine’s reach house an arts centre, cinema and restaurants. The Arnolfini gallery is in a warehouse of 1832 and the M-Shed is a 1940s replacement for the bombed city granary. The 1906 goods shed is now a science centre. Much of this has been achieved without compromising the maritime industrial character of this part of the city, rightly recognised and protected through the City Docks Conservation Area designation. The buildings remain, but so do historic surfaces, railway lines, cranes and capstans, and the harbour is home to a number of historic vessels. 

Our understanding and appreciation of the conservation area is enhanced by the view from the South side of the harbour towards the cathedral. A handful of glimpsed views of the cathedral are available from other points around the harbour, but the view from Wapping Wharf, outside the M-Shed, is the best. The cathedral can be seen almost in its entirety. When walking along the wharf, at times it appears to visually coalesce with the Wills Memorial Tower. 

The character of the floating harbour is enhanced by its visual connection to the wider townscape; from views to the Avon Gorge and Ashton Court estate at its western extremity, to the pastel-coloured cottages of Cliftonwood. Its major churches were all built to have a relationship with the port and the cathedral, St Mary Redcliffe, and St Stephen’s church can all be appreciated from certain harbourside positions. 

Impact

The proposed development is a block of office accommodation with restaurants on the ground floor. The 7-storey office element is articulated as a series of horizontal layers topped with a double-height glazed pavilion. 

The proposed development would block important views by virtue of its scale and mass. Any building over two storeys in height on this site is liable to screen views of the Cathedral. The datum for the height of buildings which front the harbour is set by the converted transit sheds lining St Augustine’s reach, which do not exceed 2 storeys. The postmodern Lloyds building, adjacent to the site, perpetuates the datum line established by the transit sheds.  

In its immediate vicinity, the proposed building would fail to respond to the distinctive maritime industrial character of Bristol harbour, where the modest scale of harbour-fronting buildings at this location allow wider views of the more distant townscape. Loss of these views, in particular those of the Cathedral from around the M-shed, would be to the detriment of the character and appearance of the City Docks Conservation Area.  

The elevational treatment of the proposed development would fail to respond to local distinctiveness. Its mass and scale would screen key views and dominate the harbourside. The architecture fails to acknowledge the post-industrial maritime character of the area. 

The proposed development would harm the setting of Bristol Cathedral, by blocking important views to the building from the waterfront. Great weight must be accorded to the conservation of such designated heritage assets, particularly in view of the exceptional nature of the cathedral’s significance. It would also harm the character of the City Docks Conservation Area, part of the historic heart of Bristol.  More broadly, it would damage the character of one of England’s finest historic cities.

Policy

Paragraphs 199 and 200 of the National Planning Policy Framework advise that when considering the impact of a proposed development on the significance of a designated heritage asset, great weight should be given to the asset’s conservation, and the more important the asset, the greater the weight should be. In this context, Bristol Cathedral is one of the city’s defining buildings, and a heritage asset of the very highest significance. 

NPPF paragraph 200 advises that any harm to, or loss of, the significance of a designated heritage asset (from its alteration or destruction, or from development within its setting), should require clear and convincing justification. Historic England is inexpert in matters relating to the supply of new office space, but we cannot see how the public benefits that may arise from this proposal could justify such harm to Bristol’s heritage. 

Your authority has sound general principles on the design of development, as set out under Policy DM26 of the City of Bristol Local Plan. It advises that proposals will be expected to contribute towards local character and distinctiveness by (i) Responding appropriately to and incorporating existing land forms, green infrastructure assets and historic assets and features; and (ii) by respecting, building upon or restoring the local pattern and grain of development, including the historical development of the area.

DM26 goes on to advise that new development should (iii) Respond appropriately to local patterns of movement and the scale, character and function of streets and public spaces; and (iv) Retain, enhance and create important views into, out of and through the site; and (v) Make appropriate use of landmarks and focal features, preserving or enhancing the setting of existing landmarks and focal features. It advises that proposals should (vi) respond appropriately to the height, scale, massing, shape, form and proportion of existing buildings, building lines and set-backs from the street, skylines and roofscapes. 

It is very difficult to see how these proposals conform with national policy or that of the city. 

Recommendation
Historic England objects to the application on heritage grounds. We do, however, recognise the development potential of the site. It is a key site in the very heart of the city, and any proposal here must respond positively to its context and be of a quality commensurate to the outstanding surrounding urban environment. We would welcome the opportunity to provide the appropriate assistance to identify a more suitable proposal.

If determining this application you should bear in mind the statutory duty of section 66(1) of the Planning (Listed Buildings and Conservation Areas) Act 1990 to have special regard to the desirability of preserving listed buildings or their setting or any features of special architectural or historic interest which they possess. You should also consider the statutory of the Planning (Listed Buildings and Conservation Areas) Act 1990 to pay special attention to the desirability of preserving or enhancing the character or appearance of conservation areas, and section 38(6) of the Planning and Compulsory Purchase Act 2004 which requires you to determine planning applications in accordance with the development plan unless material considerations indicate otherwise.

Your authority should take these representations into account in determining the application. If you propose to determine the application in its current form, please inform us of the date of the committee and send us a copy of your report at the earliest opportunity.

Please contact me if we can be of further assistance.

Yours sincerely

Simon Hickman
Principal Inspector of Historic Buildings and Areas
E-mail: simon.hickman@HistoricEngland.org.uk
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