Kingsdown Conservation Group’s response to the proposed development of Somerset House Alfred Hill 08/02222/F

Summary

This is the third of four planning applications to be filed by UBHT following its decision to dispose of surplus land within the Kingsdown Conservation Area.  

Kingsdown Conservation Group (KCG) welcomes the proposal to restore a Grade II listed house, to divide it into two family houses (the houses) and to repair some of the damage that these houses have suffered.

This proposal is to build within the curtilage of the houses to erect a two-storey building of four apartments (the flats) in the garden, which is contrary to principle.  

· The construction of the flats would reduce the garden to an access courtyard.  It would cease to be suitable for family use.  

· The Kingsdown Conservation Area Appraisal sets out the reasons why infill development in the surviving small gardens of listed buildings does not enhance the conservation area.

· The flats would be too close to the listed building and would neither preserve nor enhance its setting.

· It is a false argument to imply that restoration of the listed building depends on the development of the flats.  The restoration of two family houses is unquestionably a viable economic development on its own.

This planning application does not include an historical or conservation assessment of the Site.  UBHT should amend its application to matters relevant to the repair and restoration of two family houses.  

Background

Community Involvement

We are pleased that this application is an improvement on the original proposal disclosed to KCG.  Agreement between KCG and UBHT about the construction of the flats is unachievable because KCG believes that UBHT’s commercial ambition seeks to overdevelop the site.

Planning Policies

The site is within the Kingsdown Conservation Area.  Planning Policy Guidance 15: “Planning and the historic environment” and PAN15 “Responding to Local Character – a Design Guide” apply although we shall not include quotations from them.

Kingsdown Conservation Area Appraisal

The Conservation Area Appraisal was adopted by the City on the 31st March 2008 (the Appraisal).  The Planning Department’s attention is drawn to the manner in which it describes Kingsdown’s surviving gardens, which the Applicant’s Design and Access Statement (the Statement) ignores.  This is what the Appraisal says (the italics are quotations):

The map at page 9 identifies the garden as a “private space that contributes to the public realm.” 

The map at page 31 identifies the garden as a “private space under threat of development.”

7.6 Landscape

7.1.6
Montague Hill, Spring Hill and other cross streets contain houses and cottages built in various styles.  The mixture of these buildings, broken by the gardens and green spaces between them give the area great variety. Any proposal should take into account the character of its context.  

7.6.1
Formal landscape and publicly accessible spaces in Kingsdown are limited to the north-eastern and south-western fringes, the only open space for people living in flats in the area.  Fremantle Square is the only formally conceived green space.

7.6.3
There are very few street trees in the Conservation Area, and no other publicly available space. The mature trees and shrubs provided by private spaces are a vital characteristic of the area, which contribute to the public realm and soften the otherwise entirely built environment.

7.6.4
The many mature private gardens in Kingsdown are an important complement to the general urban character, they also have important biodiversity value………………... Other gardens are more private, such as on the cross cutting streets of Spring Hill and Montague Hill, and glimpsed over high boundary walls.

7.6.6
Many original gardens have already been lost to development on their southern edges.  Where they remain, gardens should be preserved in order to protect the special interest of the area.

8. Negative Features 

8.3
Unsympathetic alterations and loss of traditional architectural details – where poor quality replacement doors and windows or roof level extensions have been inserted.  These have had a significant and detrimental impact on the architectural integrity of individual buildings.

8.5
Unsympathetic infill developments – threaten to undermine the character and special interest of the area, especially if they ignore predominant scale, materials, local architectural features and traditional building lines.

KEY ISSUES

The impact on the setting of the grade II listed Somerset House.

KCG resists the principle of development, which would result in the loss of the garden area associated with the historic property.  The garden is intrinsic to the setting of the houses.  The loss of a significant amount of the garden would adversely harm the special relationship of houses to garden and denude the houses of their traditional setting.  The construction of a new building against the listed building neither enhances or preserves its setting and would cause demonstrable and unjustified harm to its architectural and historic interest.

Is the proposed development of the flats acceptable in land use terms?

Current Government guidance set out in PPG3 encourages the efficient use of brownfield sites for residential development and seeks to increase housing density at places with good public transport accessibility.

Although the site falls within the definition of brownfield land and the proposed flats would add to the local housing stock this benefit must be weighed against the policy criteria and presumption in favour of “preserving the character of the houses of special architectural interest.”  

The gain of four more tiny flats to the local housing stock does not create a benefit sufficient to outweigh the significant and lasting harm that the proposal would cause to the listed buildings and to the character and appearance of the conservation area.  The listed building comprises of two family sized houses with gardens.  Listed buildings are finite and are not a renewable resource.

Is the loss of this garden acceptable in terms of its impact on the character and appearance of the Kingsdown Conservation Area?

The development of the site would continue what was a succession of infill developments in Kingsdown gardens.  The Appraisal demonstrates the importance of the traditional gardens that remain and their positive contribution to the character of the area.  The Appraisal also records the negative impact of the loss of traditional gardens to infill has on the landscape quality and biodiversity of the area.

KCG consistently opposes infill development in Kingsdown’s remaining traditional gardens.  The application to build the flats is contrary to PAN 7.

Would the erection of the block of four flats provide an adequate level of residential amenity for future occupiers and protect against a loss of amenity to neighbouring occupiers?

The construction of the flats would block the light through the east window of the ground floor of the existing house that comprises of the rear extension, which otherwise only has windows in its south wall.  

A site visit will reveal whether the roof of the flats, which would be higher than the garden wall of the neighbouring house in Alfred Hill, would cause a significant overshadow in its garden and have a detrimental affect on the amenity of the adjacent house. 

If Somerset House is divided into two separate family houses it will be possible to give their future occupants rights to share the garden.  If the flats are built the remaining garden area will not be suitable for family use.  Part of the garden must be paved to provide access to the flats.  The remaining garden will be used as a right of way by the residents of the flats together with their visitors and licensees.  The effect on the remaining garden will be to convert it into a common courtyard.  

The remaining garden area will be too small to create an amenity area large enough to be shared by six households.  If the use of the remaining garden is denied to the future residents of the flats, they would have no separate amenity area, which would be contrary to the guidance published in PPS3 and reiterated in local planning policies.  If the future residents of the flats were granted the right to use the remaining garden, the number of users would deny reasonable privacy to the residents of the houses and the two ground floor flats.

Does the proposed design provide a satisfactory urban design solution and would it harm the character and appearance of this part of the Conservation Area?

Because we object to any development in the garden, we comment on only two aspects of the proposed design for the houses.  If permission is refused to build the flats, the new opening through the street frontage becomes unnecessary.  Access to the house in the rear addition can be through the gateway and demolition of part of the grade II listed house will be avoided.

The roof terrace over the car port is not a local vernacular design.  The car port and the terrace edge guard barrier, together with the spiral stair access would appear incongruous and conflict with the unity of in Alfred Hill’s traditional house designs.  Most planning authorities discourage roof terraces because noise from them travels a long distance.

The car port roof terrace would not improve the house’s amenity.   Only in the best weather could the terrace be used.  For most of the time the first-floor terrace would be uncomfortable to use because it is exposed to the prevailing wind.

Other matters

We understand that every application must be judged on its own merits.  However, we believe that it would help the Planning Department to refer to the history of planning applications to build in gardens, where there has not been any earlier building.  The history shows the Department’s consistent support for the positive features and its discouragement of the negative proposals, which the Appraisal and its predecessor, the Kingsdown Conservation Area Enhancement Statement describe.

No: 04/02898/LA – 53 Kingsdown Parade - application to form a garage in the rear garden – refused - decision supported on appeal.

No: 05/01309/H – 93 Kingsdown Parade – application to build garage in front garden – refused – no appeal.

No. 03/04896/F – the garden opposite 23-26 Somerset Street – application to erect single dwellinghouse - withdrawn on Planning Department’s advice.

No: 06/00457/F – 25 Kingsdown Parade – application to build single dwellinghouse – refused – no appeal.

No. 06/03867/F – the garden in the rear of 26/27 Somerset Street – application to build 14 studio flats – refused – no appeal.

No. 07/03824/F – the gardens in the rear of 26/27 Somerset Street – application to build 8 studio flats – refused – decision on appeal following non-determination.

No. 07/02347/F – the gardens opposite 23-26 Somerset Street – application to build 8 town houses – withdrawn on Planning Department’s advice.

No: 07/05467/H – 83 Kingsdown Parade – application to form parking area in front garden – refused – no appeal.

Conclusion

We support the application to reinstate two family houses but without the proposed new aperture in the street wall and without the car port and the terrace over it.  We oppose the construction of a block of four studio flats in the curtilage of this grade II listed house.  The garden has a sustainable future as the garden enjoyed by the houses.
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