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Mr Neil Dunlop
Divisional Planning Manager
Belfast Planning Division
Bedford House, 16-22 Bedford Street
Belfast 
BT7 2FD
July 29, 2010
Dear Mr Dunlop,
Re. 
Demolition of Athletic Stores, 41-49 Queen Street, Belfast and replacement with a 7 storey residential/retail development
Ref.s
Z/2008/1256/F, Z/2008/1258/DCA
We wish to reiterate our strong objection to the demolition of this 19th century linen cuff and collar warehouse by the celebrated firm of Young and Mackenzie, located within the Belfast City Centre Conservation Area.   

The handling of this application will have important implications for the management of conservation areas across Northern Ireland.  If buildings of this calibre can be lost, the statutory designation of such areas will be rendered meaningless.

Planning Policy Statement 6: Policy BH14 states that 'the Department will normally only permit the demolition of an unlisted building in a conservation area where the building makes no material contribution to the character or appearance of the conservation area.'
The loss of the historic warehouse, currently occupied by the Athletic Stores, and ‘Protocol’ bridal shop (with all floors actively used by this business and open to the public) and its replacement with a seven-storey retail and residential development, bearing none of the patina of the existing building, would result in harm to the distinctive character of the area.  

We would ask you to revisit the factors set out in PPS6 used to assess demolition applications:
the condition of the building, the cost of repairing and maintaining it in relation to its importance and to the value derived from its continued use; 

“Any such assessment will be based on consistent and long-term assumptions.  Less favourable levels of rents and yields cannot automatically be assumed for historic buildings.”

Indeed, recent RICS studies have shown that offices in historic buildings very often attract higher rents.

“Also, they may offer proven technical performance, may outlast the short-lived and inflexible design specifications that have sometimes shaped new developments.  Any assessment will also take account of the possible tax allowances and exemptions.”

Conversion into residential use would attract a reduced rate of VAT.
We would continue to ask that the owner be encouraged to fully explore the options that would afford this building a future. Re-use of existing historic fabric with new additions above and to the rear would increase the floor plate and should create a commercially viable and highly marketable building.  These proposals should be fully costed.

We will make further comments when we have the opportunity to view the additional material on file.

Yours sincerely,

Rita Harkin
Research Officer
66 Donegall Pass, Belfast BT7 1BU   T: 028 9055 0213  F: 028 9055 0214
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