APP/14/00510 – DOLPHIN QUAY, QUEEN STREET, EMSWORTH 

Demolition of the single storey shop, two-storey office building and associated outbuilding and the boatyard. Erection of 4no. houses (3x 3no. bedrooms and 1x 2no. bedrooms) fronting onto Queen Street and associated parking and erection of an apartment building (4 x 2no bedrooms and 1 x 3no. bedrooms) fronting onto to the Mill Pond with associated parking. 

RESPONSE FROM THE EMSWORTH DESIGN REVIEW PANEL (25/4/2014): 
Planning

This is now a formal planning application. The scheme has been presented at a number of public / semi pubic presentations and has undergone a number of changes in response to comments made. The comments made on the scheme by the EDRP relate to design only, and should not be taken to confer any opinion as to the merits of the scheme with regard to the wider issues of change of use, or flooding, unless they have an impact on the design.

Although the scheme now presented is an improvement on the that tabled 27/11/13, the panel was disappointed that much of its previous advice has been ignored. It is also noted that selected comments from out previous response have been cited in the Design and Access Statement purportedly in support of  the scheme (11.0 Public Consultation / Community Engagement).

The Panel make the following comments regarding the design aspects of the formal application:

Design – Units fronting onto Queen Street

The reduction in scale  is welcomed, as is the loss of the gated entry and previous development across the full width of the site. The hipped and more modest scale of the roofs are likewise welcome however the overall massing and layout continues to be at odds with the urban characteristics of the lower part of Queen Street. As noted in our previous advice, the double fronted mass of Dolphin House acts as a bookend to the tight knit southern street elevation of upper Queen Street, which is comprised with only one exception, of listed buildings. The buildings east of Dolphin House are all a maximum of 2 storeys in height with low roofs. What gives particular delight to the arrival at the foot of Queen Street is the contrast between the more dense urban grain of the hill, and the opening up of the views south across the boatyard to Dolphin Creek and Slipper Mill Pond. The proposed stepping of roof heights from the 3 storeys of Dolphin House to the low 2 storey eaves of the Lord Raglan would dilute the urban impact of Dolphin House as a bookend to a run of 16 listed buildings, and this can be clearly seen in the Wider Street Scene drawing. The Panel felt strongly that the height of the western 2 houses should be reduced to the lower eaves height of the 2 eastern houses.  

Whilst the Panel understood the reasoning behind moving the development westwards away from the Lord Raglan, it results in an isolated standalone building which would weaken the existing character of jumbled terraces with the larger gaps between. It is also counterintuitive with regard to the layout of the quayside, where access would traditionally be directly from street to quay. The panel would encourage the applicant to explore relocating the vehicular access to the west and moving the building close to the Lord Raglan, with the previous alley way next to the Lord Raglan  providing access to a relocated bin store. This would have the following benefits:

1. The cheek by jowl character of the Raglan plus adjoining buildings would be maintained

2. Views down Dolphin Creek and beyond would be maximised

3. The layout of the western end house could be changed so that the front door faces onto the creek, thereby allowing more diversity in the current somewhat predictable street elevation. The proposed west elevation facing the listed Dolphin House will be highly visible when approached from the west, and as currently shown, with the bin stores at ground floor level, would not make a positive contribution to the street scene. Relocating the entrance of the western house could achieve a far more distinctive elevation. 

4. The public seating area could be better linked in with the overall landscaping of the wider development whilst the provision of more doors and windows overlooking it would reduce the potential for anti social behaviour.

There were mixed views as to whether the flintwork would improve the street scene. All were agreed that the detailing was too fussy, and on a broader note, felt that a greater vertical articulation and distinction could be made between each house, so that they read as 4 separate cottages rather than 2 larger units shown. The brick walls and associated piers which hide the raised front doors were also felt to be uncharacteristic and detract from the elevation and should be replaced with railings as seen elsewhere in Queen Street.

Design – Rear Units facing South

The panel previously felt that the “siting and massing of the more contemporary style rear block overlooking Dolphin Creek was also considered to be unacceptable”  and despite the changes that the rear block has undergone, this view prevails. The panel acknowledges that the current proposal for this rear block is an improvement on what was previously submitted at pre application, but feel that the massing and execution still result in a form completely at odds with its context, and that the original conceptual premise for this rear block should be re-examined. The accompanying Design & Access Statement sheds no light on why such an overtly “modern” style of architecture is thought suitable for this location, and whilst its balconied horizontal appearance is typical of an inner city canal side development of derelict industrial wasteland, it is wholly inappropriate for this key site. The photomontaged view from the Slipper Mill Pond clearly demonstrates its unsympathetic massing and appearance and also the impact it has on the setting of the grade II listed Flour Mill. Currently the mill stands confidently at the head of the creek, and its relationship with Dolphin Quay basin can be viewed from much of the foot path . The proposed new building by virtue of its massing and location, would for the most part obscure these views of the Flour Mill, transforming its visual role from that of principal building to merely insignificant background.

The panel was also concerned at the lack of any relationship between the units facing Queen Street and those to the rear, and the quality of the space between. In this respect the Panel would reiterate its previous comments;

“The panel was also concerned with the application of radically differing styles for the street and rear developments. These lack any relationship, coherence or even the suggestion of an architectural conservation between the two buildings. The loss of usable slipways was a further issue.”
The Panel would encourage the applicant to explore an alternative siting of the apartments, by turning them through 90⁰ so that they face west rather than south, and are worked up as a longer thinner lower mass  running north/south and placed closer to the eastern boundary, possibly even merging with the street units to create an L shaped development  This would bring the following benefits:

5. Views of the Flour Mill from the footpath would be retained

6. The existing western slip could be retained, maintaining the ability to launch from the site (public access?)

7. The sites historic use as a boatyard would be respected by the siting of the new buildings

8. The hardstanding required for vehicular access would now front the creek and would have the qualities of an attractive square, bounded on 2 sides by buildings and open to the creek on the west and south. 

Flooding

The use of flood defences to enable the scheme impacts on design. The Panel were unconvinced by what was shown on the planning drawings, as without the benefit of the wider scheme outlined in the Flood Risk Assessment, the site will continue to flood preventing access to the development and rendering the undercroft parking unusable. The details of the wider flood defences are relatively sketchy at this time and their cumulative impact on the character of the Conservation Area is therefore unknown. A concern would be if permission were granted, and then subsequently varied because further flood protection was not forthcoming within the currency of the permission.

Conclusion

The panel’s view is that the scheme represents an  improvement on the initial pre application, which we felt to be “speculative and ill thought out”. We are however, most disappointed that some of the more fundamental concerns regarding massing and siting of the rear units remain unaddressed, and that a more comprehensive reassessment of the scheme has not been undertaken. 

We would be happy for the applicant / architects to present their proposals in person so that some of the issues could be discussed more fully. The scheme as submitted falls well short of the high standard of architectural and urban design necessary to do this unique site justice. 

