Mr John Cummins

Divisional Planning Manager

Belfast Division

Bedford House

16-22 Bedford Street

Belfast

BT2 7FD

April 4, 2008

Dear Mr Cummins,

Plg ref.
Z/2006/2286/LB



Z/2006/2415/F

Location
May Street Presbyterian Church, Belfast

We wish to object to the revised application.  The comments set out in our letter of November 2006, and largely reiterated below, remain relevant.  We can find no planning policy based reasons within the Environmental Statement which justify such an approach.

The proposals would destroy the integrity of the B+ listed May Street Presbyterian Church, described by C.E.B. Brett in Buildings of Belfast as “a really handsome Palladian example of the Presbyterian taste for the solidly classical”.  The church is situated within the Linen Conservation Area, close to a number of listed Georgian and Victorian buildings.  These include what is now known as Ross’s Auction House on May Street, the three storey Georgian terraces on Joy Street and the convent behind the site at Sussex Place.

The proposals for apartments and offices involve demolition of the adjoining B+ listed hall (which enjoys a separate historic building record), removal of railings (specifically mentioned in the listed building record) part of the church roof and building above the church.  In addition a nineteen storey building is proposed alongside (also in the Conservation Area).  The proposals would encase and dwarf one of the city’s last remaining classical churches and blatantly ignore listed building and conservation area policy. 

The scheme fails to meet the criteria set out the following policies:

PPS6 Planning, Archaeology and the Built Heritage:
BH10
Demolition of a Listed Building

BH11
Development affecting the Setting of a Listed Building

BH12 
New Development in a Conservation Area

BH10
Demolition of a Listed Building

There will be a presumption in favour of retaining listed buildings.  The Department will not permit the demolition of a listed building unless there are exceptional reasons why the building cannot be retained in its original or a reasonably modified form.

The policy then states that the factors set out in paragraph 6.25 need to be addressed but they do not appear to have been taken into account.

BH11
Development affecting the Setting of a Listed Building

The Department will not normally permit development which would adversely affect the setting of a listed building.  Development proposals will normally only be considered appropriate where all the following criteria are met:

(a) the detailed design respects the listed building in terms of scale, height, massing and alignment;

(b) the works proposed make use of traditional or sympathetic building materials and techniques which respect those found on the building; and

(c)
the nature of the use proposed respects the character of the setting of the building.

The proposals fail to meet criteria a and b.

BH12
New Development in a Conservation Area

The Department will normally only permit development proposals for new buildings, alterations, extensions and changes of use in, or which impact on the setting of, a conservation area where all the following criteria are met:

(a) the development preserves or enhances the character or appearance of the area;

(b) the development is in sympathy with the characteristic built form of the area;

(c) the scale, form, materials and detailing of the development respects the               characteristics of adjoining buildings in the area;

(d) the development does not result in environmental problems such as noise, nuisance or disturbance which would be detrimental to the particular character of the area;

(e) important views within, into and out of the area are protected;

(f) trees and other landscape features contributing to the character or appearance of the area are protected; and the development conforms with the guidance set out in conservation area documents.

The proposals fail to meet criteria a, b, c and e.

The character of the area is defined in page 34 of the Linen Conservation Area booklet as follows: “the scale and ambience of this area which was developed in the first half of the 19th century extends to the adjoining part of May Street and includes the listed May Street Presbyterian Church.  The Georgian terraces at Joy Street have been excellently restored and are complemented by St Malachy’s School and the adjoining St Joseph’s Convent of Mercy which is also listed”.  

The scheme fails to observe the development guidelines set out on page 35, which recommend that:

“redevelopment of sites in Joy Street should re-establish a street frontage of an appropriate scale as far as the junction with May Street.  A mixed-use development including residential and small offices might be appropriate”.

Existing policy is not unduly restrictive and promotes the adaptation of historic fabric for today’s needs, coupled with imaginative development of the opportunity site alongside. 

We trust that this option will be fully explored and the application will be refused in light of the above policies and guidance and established conservation practice. 

Yours sincerely,

Rita Harkin

Research Officer

