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CHESTER ARCHAEOLOGICAL SOCIETY 
 
LEADWORKS DEVELOPMENT (APPLICATION NOS 12/01543/FUL and 12/01544/LBC) 
 

SUMMARY 
 

This development would involve the demolition of much of a Grade II* listed building complex 
of international significance that is one of Chester’s icons, destroying much of its evidential 
and illustrative value. This would constitute ‘substantial harm’, of a degree that according to 
NPPF should be ‘wholly exceptional’. However, it fails to offer substantial public benefits in 
return; it simply fails to meet the challenges of its location. The design and materials of the 
proposed buildings are depressing, inappropriate and banal; they have already been 
condemned by Planning Committee in forthright terms. The need for the apartments they 
would provide can be questioned.  Seen in a wider context, the development lies at a focal 
point that will become increasingly important in the new Business Quarter. However, the poor 
design of the buildings and the destruction of much of the heritage interest will militate 
against it becoming a destination in its own right, while their arrangement is defensive 
instead of creating the open and welcoming public space that is appropriate. 
 
We urge Strategic Planning Committee to re-affirm the view of members on Planning 
Committee that ‘Chester deserves better’ and reject the application. 
 

DETAIL 
 
1.0 Process 
1.1 This application was supposedly withdrawn by its promoters when it became clear that 

it was about to be rejected by Planning Committee on 3 July following fundamental 
criticism. We are therefore surprised that the same application is still ‘live’ and is being 
presented to Strategic Planning Committee with only minor changes to materials.   

 
1.2 The submission of the scheme to the Places Matter! design review panel after it had 

gone to committee also seems anomalous: one would expect such a review to have 
been sought at the pre-application stage. Moreover, even if one accepts that the panel 
deliberately failed to engage with the criticisms that had been made in an effort to show 
‘independence’ of thought, their failure to review the scheme in the context of national 
and local policies and advice is inexcusable (eg National Planning Policy Framework 
paras 7 on the economic, social and environmental objectives of development; 58, 59 
and 61 on good design; and 132 on the historic environment; The Chester City Local 
Plan policies ENV 2, 3, 8, 35, 37, 38, 44, 45; or the Chester City Centre and 
Approaches Characterisation Study G: The Canal Corridor).  

 
2.0 Location 
 The leadworks lies at the heart of the proposed Chester Central Business Quarter 

(Chester Central Development Framework Aug 2010, p 57). It is designated as a 'key 
place/public realm' (p 19), a 'landmark building'  (pp 32–3, 52). Assuming that 
development of the Business Quarter and construction of the Waitrose supermarket 
along Boughton go ahead, with the opening up of the towpath along the north side of 
the canal and the construction of a new bridge creating a through route to the railway 
station, the site will take on even more importance as a ‘crossroads’.  
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3.0 The Importance of the Listed Buildings 
3.1 We consider that the importance of the listed buildings has been considerably 

underplayed. As stated in the submission by English Heritage (4 May 2012), the 
evidential value of the Chester leadworks lies not just in those parts of the complex that 
would be preserved by the development, but in the complex as a whole. It is worth 
quoting their opinion at length (our italics): 

 
  The leadworks and shot tower in Chester is a highly significant site nationally and 

internationally. ... The significance of the site lies to a great extent not only in the 
principal heritage asset, the shot tower, but in the completeness of the site through 
the retained variety of associated buildings contributing to the understanding of the 
site. ... The site of the Chester leadworks is a relatively complete site for lead 
production from its period, and the only surviving in England where the connections 
between the associated buildings is still possible to understand. It is because of this 
unique potential [that] we have expressed our concerns over the demolition of 
especially the gabled walls facing the canal. Although clearly altered over a long 
period and not architecturally significant in their own right, they retain a historic 
significance through their contribution to the understanding of processes on the site. 

 
3.2 Apart from their evidential value, the leadworks have historical (illustrative) and 

communal value: as stated above they form an intelligible complex, and they serve as 
an example of Chester’s industrial past and figure largely in the collective memory of 
many Cestrians, as witnessed by the publicity and objections attaching to this 
application. (EH Conservation Policies, Principles and Guidance, 2008, pp 28–9). 

 
3.3 The proposed buildings would necessitate the demolition of the gabled sheds and other 

outbuildings of the leadworks; in addition six large holes would be knocked through the 
shot tower to allow horizontal circulation between the accommodation blocks. The 
judgement of the Conservation and Design Team is that ‘the proposed demolitions 
constitute substantial harm’ and ‘the damaging non-reversible intervention [of the holes] 
appears wholly avoidable  ....’. NPPF para 132 states that ‘Substantial harm to or loss 
of designated heritage assets of the highest significance, notably ...Grade I and II* 
listed buildings ... should be wholly exceptional’. 

 
4.0 The Challenge 
4.1 Any development on the site therefore needs to meet two objectives: to secure the 

retention of as much of the leadworks as possible, or failing that, to erect buildings that 
deliver substantial public benefits (NPPF); and to create a new, attractive public space 
and ‘crossroads’ (Chester City Local Plan, policy ENV 6). We consider that the present 
scheme fails on both counts.�

�

5.0 Proposed Site Uses 
5.1 The scheme is overwhelmingly residential with retail/leisure on the ground floor. 

Although Chester undoubtedly needs affordable housing, the need for more apartments 
is contested; indeed it is asserted that existing apartments are lying vacant. If true, one 
has to ask why more need to be built.  Would it not be better to use the site for 
commercial purposes? The Chester Central Development Framework (p 88) suggests 
that a minimum of 50,000 sq m of office space is needed to make the Business Quarter 
viable. Further, assuming the Waitrose development on Boughton goes ahead, there 
will be a high-class supermarket with food and drink outlets nearby, so what will be the 
need for/viability of retail on the leadworks site?  
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5.2 Further, the Council’s Spatial Planning Team (25 May 2012) note that the proposal for 
an A1 retail use would introduce a new use to the site for which according to NPPF a 
sequential test should be undertaken; where an application fails to satisfy the 
sequential test, it should be refused. Such a test has not been undertaken.  

 
6.0 The Proposed Buildings      
6.1 We have previously criticised the austere, depressing, monochromatic finish of the 

development - grey courtyard, grey walls and grey roofs -  the height of the structures, 
which would overshadow the courtyard  and existing neighbouring buildings, and the 
deck access. The Places Matter! design review panel declared themselves ‘completely 
persuaded’ by the use of zinc panels for cladding and were not concerned by the deck 
access. However, these aspects of the design were specifically criticised by members 
on the Planning Committee on the basis of personal experience. We are extremely 
sceptical as to whether members of the public will see any allusion in the use of metal 
panels to the site’s industrial past: grey metal cladding can be found in abundance on 
any retail park in the country and is completely out of character in the canal corridor. 
Indeed, the sample panels on display are scarcely distinguishable from the cladding of 
the supermarket currently on the opposite side of the canal but due for demolition! 

 
6.2 The Places Matter ! panel asserts: ‘We are supportive of the scale and massing of the 

blocks. Smaller-scale structures would not be able to assert themselves alongside the 
shot tower and would appear irrelevant and inappropriate’.  This judgement completely 
ignores the scale and massing of the existing buildings; cf the Conservation and Design 
Team’s comments on ‘ the role of the gabled shedding in providing a hierarchy in which 
the tower is clearly the dominant building’. 

 
7.0 Place-Making 
7.1 Given that the application is now being considered alongside Waitrose and the 

Business Quarter, both of which would increase the importance of the leadworks site as 
a focus for north–south and east–west routes, the place-making aspect of the design 
requires close consideration. Yet again we consider that the scheme fails to deliver 
what is needed. Our concerns, raised previously,  largely echo those expressed by the 
Landscape Team in their submission of 18 May. Even the Places Matter! panel  has 
expressed  concerns: ‘At present it is not entirely clear how this development will 
contribute within the context of the existing street and public realm layout and along the 
canal. We would like to see a clearer expression of how you expect the new courtyard 
to become part of the public space’. 

 
7.2 Given the location and future role of the site, surely the courtyard between the buildings 

should have the characteristics of a public square, with clear views to and from the 
canal and well defined, welcoming entrances from the towpath and from the north. 
Instead, the layout is huddled and almost defensive. The courtyard is narrow in 
proportion to the height of the buildings (indeed it would be narrower than the 
srrounding roads!), while the surveillance from the deck access to the upper storeys 
makes it clear that this is primarily private rather than public space. It would be 
fragmented by the landing of the bridge, which would also impede views to and from 
the canal. These fundamental errors in design cannot be cured by the introduction of a 
few pavement cafes. Entrances to the courtyard are correspondingly mean and 
obscure. The towpath is ‘pinched’ by the southern ends of the buildings: it needs to be 
wider, as is the path on the southern side of the canal, which works well. Likewise the 
entrance from the north, past the shot tower, is narrow and cluttered. This is a 
development that people will go around rather than through. 
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8.0 Conclusion 
8.1 The development would involve the demolition of a large part of the internationally 

important Grade II* listed building complex and the consequent loss of much of its 
evidential and illustrative value. It would be replaced by buildings that have already 
been judged by Planning Committee to be unsatisfactory in design and materials and 
meet a questionable demand. Looked at in a wider context, the proposed buildings do 
not create the public space needed for such an important location. Thus they fail to 
provide the substantial public benefits that one is entitled to expect in return for 
substantial damage to such an important listed building. 

 
8.2 Members on Planning Committee have already expressed the view that redevelopment 

of this site should await a more satisfactory scheme; accepting the present one for the 
sake of doing something quickly would not pay off. We agree. In our view, a satisfactory 
scheme would preserve more of the listed buildings, or at least make greater reference 
to them, and make a greater effort to create an attractive public space and ‘crossroads’ 
in this part of the city. In the meantime we call on CwaC to take the lead in 
consolidating the surviving leadworks buildings to prevent further decay and make the 
area as tidy, attractive and  accessible as possible.  Chester celebrates its Roman and 
medieval past; why not its industrial past as well? We therefore call on members on 
Strategic Planning Committee to reject the present application.   

 
P Carrington 
For Chester Archaeological Society 
 
24 September 2012 
 
 
 
 


