[image: image1.png]urbanvision

NORTH STAFFORDSHIRE

The Architecture and Urban Design Centre






Roger Vearncombe

Staffordshire County Council

Riverway

Stafford

ST16 3TJ

7 July 2006

Our Ref:






Mick Downs (t: 01782 790595; e: mickdowns@uvns.org) 

Your Ref:


Dear Mr Vearncombe

PROPOSED BUSINESS CENTRE

LYMEDALE, NEWCASTLE-UNDER-LYME

I refer to your recent referral of the above proposed development to Urban Vision’s Design Review Panel.  

In view of your need to have an early response from the Panel, we were able to take advantage of the recent Stakeholder and Panel meeting on 4 July to trial an informal presentation procedure using the plans you deposited at our offices.  Your colleague Eric Henderson was present at the Stakeholder meeting and was able to explain the scheme to the Panel members available to consider it.

The proposal is for a new business centre on the Lymedale Business Park, which is situated on the site of the former Holditch Colliery.  The site in question is located about 1.5 miles north of Newcastle-under-Lyme town centre, and around half a mile west of Apedale Country Park which offers an elevated view of the whole Business Park.  The Panel was advised that the development achieved to date at Lymedale had already created more jobs than had existed when the colliery was in operation.  The new Business Centre would provide some 55 start-up offices and several workshop units.  

The Panel were informed that the building proposed had been specially designed to be an improvement on the quality of previous developments at Lymedale, and special attention had been given to environmental sustainability in the design which incorporated a number of features which gave the building a BREEAM Very Good rating.  A master plan had been produced to guide the development of the remaining part of the Business Park, but this was not available for the Panel to consider.

The Panel welcomed the aim of giving special consideration to sustainable design, but questioned whether a scheme still depending largely on car use is the best way to do this.    The Panel considered that the type of uses proposed were not suitable in this relatively inaccessible location, and that small start-up businesses would be more likely to succeed in a town centre where they would be nearer to related uses which could help sustain them economically.  In the experience of the Panel start-up units are often more successful in converted low cost buildings in central locations.

The Panel questioned the wisdom of focusing the proposed level of quality in a building in this out-of-the-way location, given the poor quality of what is around it.  The Panel considered that the towns of North Staffordshire generally need quality development, and that investment opportunities for this should not be directed to peripheral locations where it would have little impact on overall perceptions.  

The Panel welcomed the attention being given to the impact of the proposal on long views of the area from the adjacent Country Park.  However, the Panel thought that future, larger building phases were likely to be less interesting and would further diminish the impact of the present proposal.

The Panel acknowledged the attempt to achieve design quality and was generally supportive of the efforts made to provide a building with enhanced environmental credentials. However, the scheme has a fairly conventional appearance and its environmental features seemed have been incorporated on a “check list” basis, rather than having been designed from the outset as a sustainable development. The efforts to achieve sustainability may be too high-tech in this case, whereas a low-tech approach in a simpler form of development might be more appropriate on this particular site.

The Panel thought that the scheme did not seem to be part of a strategic spatial approach to the regeneration of the North Staffordshire conurbation.  It is poorly related to the town centre, it is not well connected to the nearby residential areas, and the entrance and approach to the building are not obvious.  Regeneration strategy appeared to be being dictated by the ownership of this peripheral land, rather than by a strong focus on the town centre which is fundamentally far more important than this relatively remote site.   

The Panel recommended that the proposal should be tested against town centre alternatives where several prominent vacant sites, and vacant buildings for conversion, offer a potentially far greater regeneration impact.  The Panel thought that the difficulties of town centre sites can be exaggerated when easier options are available on cleared land in public ownership. However, the Panel wished to point out that the failure of the public authorities to tackle the strategic needs of the centres by pursuing peripheral development is actually undermining the ability of the centres to succeed.  

Yours sincerely

Mick Downs

Manager, Urban Vision North Staffordshire
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