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CHESTER ARCHAEOLOGICAL SOCIETY 
 
COMMENTS ON NORTHGATE DEVELOPMENT CONCEPT SCHEME 
 
‘OK projects won’t work – need to be “the best”’. One City Plan ‘Big Picture’ 
Workshop – July 2011 

 
The Chester Archaeological Society welcomes CWaC’s decision to seek the views of local 
residents and groups on this vitally important redevelopment at an early stage and has 
accordingly made extensive efforts to obtain the views of its members. We recognise the 
thoughtful way in which the task has so far been approached by the design team and are in 
agreement with many aspects of the concept scheme: the concern to avoid significant 
damage to the buried archaeology; the restoration of some of the historic street grid; the 
scale and massing of the proposed buildings; and the mix of functions. However, we should 
like to see heritage interpretation as an integral part of the scheme and would oppose some 
proposed changes to street alignments as they are significant features of the historic 
landscape. In addition, much crucial work remains to be done on building design. 
 
The Society recognises the need for this development in order to revive the retail economy 
on which, for better or worse, the city centre now largely depends. However, there is a 
minority view that the general economic situation makes it unlikely that such an ambitious 
scheme can be brought to fruition to an acceptable standard in the foreseeable future and 
that the existing buildings should be refurbished. 
 
The following comments are offered in a spirit of constructive criticism on the assumption that 
the scheme will go forward. They are provisional only and are based on our understanding of 
the published plans and the presentation kindly given to Society members by CWaC officers 
on 4 December 2012. The Society’s views may change as the proposals evolve and as our 
understanding of them deepens. 
 
1.0 Introduction 
 
1.1 Over the past generation successive councils have allowed the growth of a number of 

out-of-town retail parks around Chester – the Greyhound Park, the Boughton retail park 
and Cheshire Oaks, as well as the Broughton retail park in Flintshire. Cheshire Oaks at 
least is now gaining the multiplicity of functions that might allow it to be classed as a 
town in its own right. The predictable result has been a matching decline in Chester city 
centre (and other towns in west Cheshire), with the loss of shops and leisure facilities; 
there has also been a decline in Chester’s administrative role, usually to the benefit of 
Winsford. 

 
1.2 If the city centre is not to go into terminal decline it needs to recover at least some of 

this lost ground and make itself more attractive both to residents and tourists. We 
believe that the proposed mix of leisure and retail in the Northgate scheme has the 
potential to achieve these aims in part. However, the city cannot out-compete the retail 
parks in retail and leisure (eg cinema) alone and will never be competitive in free car 
parking: it needs to ‘play the heritage card’ as hard as it can, not just in the form of 
specific monuments such as the City Walls, amphitheatre etc, but through far less 
tangible qualities of historical ‘depth’ and local distinctiveness that contrast with the 
globalised blandness of the retail parks. 
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1.3 We consider that the concept scheme goes some way to restoring these qualities to the 
Northgate area but that it can be improved on, as set out below. Unfortunately all 
historic buildings and most of the spectacular buried archaeology in the area were 
wiped out in the 1950s and 1960s; we have therefore to make the best of what little 
survives. As part of this effort we would urge that a heritage characterisation and 
interpretation plan should be worked up as soon as possible to ensure that the 
historical character of the area is fully understood and exploited as an integral part of 
the development scheme. 

 
2.0 Historical development: a warning from the past 
  
 Summary 

o Although at the heart of the Roman fortress, from the Middle Ages onwards the 
Northgate area has been ‘edge of centre’ and down-market: it will take a 
determined effort to change these characteristics. 

 
Detail 

2.1 Although one may now regard the Northgate area as part of the ‘heart of the city’, in 
fact it was one of the medieval backlands behind the major streets of Chester (in this 
case Northgate Street and Watergate Street), all of which have only been built up 
intensively over the last two hundred years (cf, for example, the analogous process 
east of Bridge Street: Garner et al 2008, 4). However, infilling of the Northgate area 
was slower than elsewhere and remained partial: even after the construction of Hunter 
Street in the late nineteenth century, which opened up the open ground in the northern 
part of the area (eg Ward et al 1994, 64), the latter was only partly developed, witness 
the bowling green, which survived until recently. On the opposite side of the present St 
Martin’s Way development was even slower, Infirmary Field only coming to be 
occupied, by hospital buildings, during the twentieth century.  

 
2.2 Within the ‘framing’ provided by long-established substantial houses along Northgate 

Street, Watergate Street and, more intermittently, along Linenhall Street/St Martin’s 
Fields (see the Speed map of 1610, reproduced in Carrington ed 1994, 79), much of 
the area was infilled in the nineteenth century by poor-quality housing around ‘courts’. 
Many buildings were demolished between 1939 and the early 1960s and the area 
redeveloped in large blocks; this involved the loss of the northern end of Crook Street, 
the demolition of the Assay Office from which Goldsmith House takes its name, and the 
complete removal after limited excavation of large areas of well preserved Roman 
archaeology of international importance. 

 
2.3 Looking back to the fifteenth century the Northgate Street quarter, despite being the 

home of the city’s fairs and markets, produced the lowest civic revenues. Likewise, 
despite being on the way to the port, Watergate Street was also considerably poorer 
than Eastgate Street and Bridge Street (Laughton 2008, 47–51). The present relative 
poverty of the Northgate area thus has a long history. The commercial heart of Chester 
always seems to have lain along Eastgate Street and Foregate Street, with areas west 
of the Cross, and especially towards the north-west corner of the City Walls, being 
much quieter (eg Ward et al 1994, 121 on late Saxon Chester).  

 
2.4 We therefore consider the suggestion that the Grosvenor Shopping Centre is 

responsible for the success of contiguous parts of the Eastgate Street and Bridge 
Street Rows to be a misunderstanding. These Rows were already commercially 
successful (witness Brown’s department store, the Grosvenor Hotel (see Carrington ed 
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1994, 107) and St Michael’s Arcade), and the Grosvenor Shopping Centre merely built 
upon and reinforced this success.  The reverse may equally turn out to be true. Without 
determined efforts, Watergate Street and the Northgate area could each reinforce the 
traditional poverty of the other, despite redevelopment.   

 
3.0 Archaeology: making the best of what is left 
 
 ‘Need to establish the City as “distinctive” and attractive based around its 

heritage and original assets’. One City Plan Manifesto for Contemporary Design 
Workshop – August 2011 

 
 Summary 

o We welcome the recognition that what archaeology remains in situ should be 
protected.  Where necessary it should be carefully excavated and the results 
published.  

o Exceptionally well preserved remains of international importance were destroyed in 
the 1960s and cannot be brought back: Chester has lost the chance of having its 
own Jorvik. Nevertheless: 

o We should like to see a below-ground viewing area to the Roman Strongroom and 
the opening up to view of the column bases at 23 Northgate Street.  

o A heritage characterisation and interpretation plan should be developed as an 
integral part of the development scheme to devise new means of communicating 
previous discoveries. 

o Reflection on the archaeology that has been lost in this area emphasises the need 
for larger archaeological and historical museum displays in the city. 

 
 Detail 
 Excavation 
3.1 We note the very thorough brief prepared by the City Archaeologist for the feasibility 

stage of the Northgate project and are pleased to see that the development proposals 
conform to the archaeological constraints and mitigation strategy that have been set 
out. We strongly urge that the City Archaeologist and his team, with decades of local 
knowledge and experience, should continue to be closely involved as the project 
develops. 

 
3.2 It is worth repeating that, while we know that large areas of archaeology were 

destroyed totally in the late 1960s, the degree of destruction in some other areas that 
were redeveloped at that time is uncertain, partly as a result of the varying ground 
levels across the site. Further, while some areas were excavated archaeologically over 
large areas, others were explored in a multitude of narrow trenches (eg Mason 2000, 
4). The result is an extraordinary level of uncertainty about the degree of archaeological 
survival and the probability that it will take the form of ‘islands’ that are very difficult to 
predict. An intensive programme of archaeological evaluation and monitoring will 
therefore be essential. 

 
3.3 Even though formation levels may be designed to avoid damage to buried archaeology, 

unintentional damage may still be caused through the inevitable ‘churn’ of heavy plant 
and the laying of underground services, especially to the much more fragile remains of 
the Saxon and medieval periods. 

 
3.4 Although the relatively small areas that will need to be excavated will reduce research 

opportunities, the questions that are still to be answered about the history of this part of 
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the city, and the approaches to be adopted to answer them, need to be clearly 
formulated. For example, the area south of Hamilton Place is poorly known. Block plans 
may give the impression that the Roman remains are well understood, but in fact these 
plans are largely conjecture, based on the interpretation of small-scale discoveries in 
slit trenches. There is also evidence that there was extensive late Saxon occupation in 
this area. This typically takes the form of post holes and sunken-floored buildings amid 
the ruins of the Roman period. These are not always easily recognised and will 
necessitate a skilled excavation team familiar with the archaeology of Chester. Again, 
this part of the city is characterised by occasional deep waterlogged rubbish pits, 
usually medieval, that permit the survival of organic artefacts and environmental 
remains that are otherwise rare in Chester. Changes in overlying and surrounding 
development may well affect the local drainage conditions and water table, resulting in 
the loss of evidence. It may therefore be desirable to excavate some such pits, even 
when they largely lie beneath the level of new development. 

 
3.5 If nos 14-20 Watergate Street are redeveloped, reference should be made to the report 

on excavations on the adjoining site (no 12) by S Ward (1988) for the type of remains 
that may survive. 

  
3.6 We hope that any new excavations will be published, and that, so far as practical, the 

results of relevant earlier excavations will be incorporated into those of new work. 
 
 Interpretation 
3.7  Despite its important Roman past, there are few reminders of the period in Chester 

today apart from a few stretches of the City Walls, the amphitheatre and the shrine of 
Minerva. Although we recognise that the scheme aims to minimise archaeological 
disturbance, we would urge that, should unexpected remains be encountered, they 
should be displayed if worthwhile and practical. 

 
3.8 Ideally the Strongroom of the Roman Headquarters Building would be viewed from 

below ground level, cf London Spitalfields. If the narrowness of the site does not permit 
this, then it should be glassed over in its entirety and the area fenced off in the interests 
of safety: small ‘portholes’ (as used, for example, to display the end of Liverpool’s first 
dock at Chavasse Park) do not permit a good view and are only accessible to a small 
number of people at a time. To tie in with this, the opportunity should be taken to try to 
persuade the occupiers of 23 Northgate Street to make visible again the column bases 
of the main hall of the Headquarters Building, as they were in the 1980s. 

 
3.9 The opportunity should be taken to install other interpretation panels at suitable places 

(eg in some of the proposed squares) relating other aspects of the history of the area. 
 
3.10 The actions outlined in 3.8–3.9 are conventional and minimalist, and we would urge 

higher-profile ways of bringing the past of the area to people’s attention. For example, 
public art, such as large-scale images, could be used to remind people of previous 
discoveries and now-vanished buildings and to give character to different parts of the 
area, eg the former Assay Office south of Hamilton Place; the apparently unique 
Roman ‘Elliptical Building’, at one stage in its life a market, whose east–west axis ran 
almost exactly along the proposed line of ‘Parson’s Lane’; the Roman courtyard 
building whose shape is echoed by the Town Hall Square; and the late Saxon ‘sunken 
hut’ and rare bronze disc brooch found north of Princess Street. A heritage 
characterisation and interpretation plan should be worked up as soon as possible to 
ensure that the historical character of the area is fully understood and exploited as an 
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integral part of the development scheme. The full scale of the Roman Headquarters 
Building is particularly hard to communicate from the fragmentary remains and needs 
imaginative thinking. 

 
3.11 All archaeological and historical interpretation should be originated and overseen by 

personnel with appropriate detailed knowledge. 
 
3.12 Reflection on the well preserved archaeological remains that have been excavated and 

subsequently destroyed in the area leads inevitably, yet again, to the conclusion that 
the Grosvenor Museum is wholly unable to mount adequate displays of the city’s 
archaeology and history: ideally a new building on a different site is required. We 
recognise that this has been acknowledged in the Amion Chester Theatre Options 
Assessment (Amion 2011), but despite recent enquiries of CWaC officers we have 
been unable to discover whether this is a project that is being seriously considered or 
whether it is merely a ‘pipe dream’. At the very least the present museum building 
should be extended. 

 
4.0 Streets: a neglected aspect of the historic environment 
  
 Summary 

o We welcome the retention and restoration of historical streets, rather than the 
creation of a network of new ones or the construction of a single large covered mall. 
This will help to recreate blocks of a scale more appropriate to Chester and 
integrate the area into the rest of the city.  

o As historical monuments in their own right, we would oppose the apparently 
unnecessary changes to the present alignments of Hamilton Place, Goss Street and 
Crook Street. The entrance to Goss Street via 14–20 Watergate would sideline the 
historical southern end of the street and is unnecessary. 

o The rigid division of the area into two levels, the number of bridges, and the 
proposed monumental entrance at 14–20 Watergate Street seem to be remnants of 
‘mall thinking’. The northern extension of Goss Street should link directly ‘Lion 
Place’ and ‘Market Street’, ie rise to ground level; the proposed subterranean link 
with ‘Parson’s Lane’ is particularly undesirable.   

o The regrading of Princess Street involving the construction of steps is unnecessary. 
 

 Detail 
4.1 Streets are archaeological monuments and, even when new surfaces are laid and 

earlier ones partly destroyed by the insertion or renewal of services, their alignments 
are still of value in showing long-term continuity within settlements. 

 
4.2 We were therefore pleased to see that the existing ancient streets (Crook Street, Goss 

Street, Hamilton Place, Princess Street), which variously date from Roman to medieval 
times (Ward et al 1994, 13, 21, 28, 40, 64) have been retained and that the northern 
end of Crook Street has been restored (albeit on a rather different alignment) after 
having been obliterated in the 1960s, as has the much shorter-lived Market Street.   

 
4.3 However, the proposed block south of ‘Parson’s Lane’ would appear to extend across 

the present/historic line of Hamilton Place, almost to its southern edge. The southern 
half of Crook Street is also shifted westwards and much of Goss Street is moved 
eastwards. Both of the latter streets have preserved very precisely for over 1500 years 
the lines of the streets between the Roman barracks that once stood in this area. 
Unless there are very strong arguments to the contrary we would therefore oppose 
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these changes and ideally should like to see the opportunity taken to reaffirm the pre-
1960 alignments, before the construction of large, free-standing buildings began to 
break down traditional patterns.  

 
4.4 It is proposed to create a new entrance to the Northgate area at the southern end of the 

site, involving the rebuilding of nos 14-20 Watergate Street. We have no objection to 
the reconstruction of these poorly designed buildings (although the western end, in 
mock-Georgian style, is acceptable), but feel that the whole exercise is unnecessary 
and would lead to the sidelining of the historical southern end of Goss Street.  

 
4.5 The proposed northern extension of Goss Street is new but may not be entirely 

ahistorical: such a street may have existed in the Middle Ages (Mason 2000, 152), even 
though the 1743 Lavaux map shows the street merely as a cul de sac extending from 
Watergate Street. 

 
4.6 We are unhappy about the rigid division of the area into two distinct levels.  In some 

cases we think this could be avoided. For instance, it would seem that with small 
adjustments to the adjoining shop units, the northern end of Goss Street could be 
ramped up to meet the western end of ‘Lion Yard’ (ie approximating to the contours of 
Town Hall Square). This would create a simple, welcoming crossroads: the 
subterranean link proposed between Goss Street and ‘Parson’s Lane’, with steps up to 
‘Market Street’, is unnecessary, unattractive in principle and could easily degenerate 
into a squalid environment associated with antisocial practices. 

 
4.7 There seems to be an excessive number of bridges across Crook Street, which may 

give it an ‘underground’ (and therefore undesirable) feel. Any necessary bridges should 
be minimalist, as are the existing bridges linking sections of Row across narrow lanes. 

 
4.8 We should prefer streets to retain their traditional visual and functional continuity. With 

the addition of ramp access to the second floor of adjacent buildings it should be 
possible to avoid the steps on Princess Street. In this way streets would retain their 
independence of the buildings that happen to line them at any one time and would 
survive future rebuilding. 

 
4.9 Many of the streets in the area have been widened from the 1960s onwards (most 

obviously Princess Street).  Although the need to accept deliveries will dictate a 
minimum width for Trinity Street, and all the streets in the area will need to be 
accessible by emergency vehicles, we consider that there would be some merit in 
narrowing some of them. This would reinforce the urban grain, reaffirm the hierarchy of 
streets in the city centre, and create a sense of expectation, discovery and surprise for 
people exploring the area. 

 
4.10 We appreciate the sensitivity with which historical street names have been revived. 

However, if this is to be done, then the name ‘Parson’s Lane’ should not be used for the 
new street south-west of the Town Hall, as it is the former name of Princess Street, 
which still exists. It could be called ‘Lion Yard’, which occupied almost exactly the same 
position and has already been suggested for the sector immediately south of the Town 
Hall. Alternatively the name ‘Lower Yard’, which lay a little to the north, might suit the 
topography better.  
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5.0 Building design: the greatest challenge 
 

‘We need to create today’s unique buildings for future generations’. Manifesto for 
Contemporary Design Workshop – August 2011 
 
Summary 
o We urge continued, intensive dialogue between architects and residents to reach a 

consensus on acceptable design. 
o Design should avoid both caricaturing medieval buildings and inflicting a new wave 

of ‘innovative’ structures on the city that the next generation will find abhorrent. 
o The suggested scale and massing of the proposed buildings seem generally 

acceptable, but the Crowne Plaza hotel should not be used as a benchmark for 
height. Rooflines should in general follow the contours and step down towards the 
west. 

o New two-tier shops should be clearly distinguishable from the historical Row 
system. 

o The department store and multi-storey car park will require very careful design; we 
are unconvinced by the proposed cladding based on the arched bracing of timber-
framed buildings. 

 
 Detail 
5.1 We support the aspiration expressed in the quotation above. Implicit in it is the 

assumption that today’s buildings will be well enough constructed to survive for more 
than a generation, that their design will be able to adapt to changing needs, and that 
future generations will find them attractive enough to keep. In many cases buildings 
constructed in Chester since the 1960s fail to met the second and third criteria.  

 
5.2 Except where otherwise stated we have at present no firm views on the detailed design 

of buildings. We understand the aspiration expressed in the Manifesto for Modern 
Design (Insall 2011), section 3.12, that ‘Chester should move forward with confidence 
using a design language which is the best of today and which will add its own layer of 
valued structures to the historic fabric of the city’. The proposed cinema, department 
store and car park, as relatively ‘modern’ building types, call out for modern design. 
However, although one can think of a number of satisfactory buildings erected in 
Chester in recent decades in ‘traditional’ styles, eg 12 Watergate Street, the extension 
to W H Smith and the buildings on the ‘island’ site at the junction of St Oswald’s Way 
and Foregate Street, in our view there are none in ‘modern’ styles. The record of 
buildings lately proposed, and accepted, for construction in the city leaves us deeply 
pessimistic. We would reiterate the advocacy found in the Manifesto for Modern 
Design, section 3.13, for ‘thoroughness of design and use of detail and pattern’, 
likewise for roofscapes that reflect internal volumes.  

 
5.3 The disparity between the views of professional architects and laypeople over what 

constitutes ‘good’ design is well known and has been the subject of analysis in the 
professional literature for several decades (eg Fawcett et al 2008, citing earlier studies). 
On such an important project as this we would sincerely hope that a consensus can be 
reached.  We are sceptical of the value of a professional design review panel in this 
role, as there is an obvious danger that its members will merely ‘think inside the box’. 
We are therefore setting out our own views as concerned laypeople in detail in what we 
hope will be the beginning of a constructive dialogue.  
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5.4 Subject to seeing cross-section drawings of the area, we are generally happy with the 
suggested scale and massing of the new buildings. However, it should be noted that 
the Crowne Plaza hotel is noted in the Chester Characterisation Study (Taylor Young 
2011), page 61, as a ‘key detractor’ ‘highly visible because of its size and bulk [with] a 
very thin and crude veneer of  “Chester Black and White”. Its design pays no heed to 
the grain of the city’. We therefore consider that the Northgate scheme should plan for 
its demise. This militates against using the roofline of the hotel as a benchmark and 
requires thinking about what scale of building(-s) might be appropriate on the hotel site 
in the future and what sort of skyline the buildings on the Northgate site would afford 
from the west if the view were no longer blocked by the hotel. Rooflines should in 
general follow the contours of the site and step down towards the west. (See the 
apartments recently completed between Raymond Street and the canal for an example 
of where this has not been done, with results that are predictably jarring rather than 
striking). We would also look for the beginnings of an active frontage on the east side of 
Trinity Street that can be extended northwards when the present bridge is removed: the 
street should not be treated just as a service road behind a shopping mall. 

 
5.5 Blocks need not be constructed in the same styles or materials on all their frontages. 

The Princess Street and Hamilton Place facades of the blocks centred on ‘Parson’s 
Lane’ particularly lend themselves to this sort of differentiation. 

 
5.6 The lower level (Level 00) plan of the area suggests a large number of apparently 

incomprehensible kinks in the shop frontages – almost as if they are trying to 
deliberately imitate the medieval irregularity of Watergate Street. We would strongly 
oppose this: past irregularities are often found to be the result of meeting the 
constraints of particular sites, not the product of wilfulness, and in fact nineteenth-
century maps of the Northgate area show generally regular frontages. 

 
5.7 Likewise, we would oppose repetitious gable-fronted buildings and weak echoes of 

timber framing (eg as suggested for ‘Parson’s Lane’ and 14–20 Watergate Street) that 
caricature medieval frontages and have no historical basis in an area that was largely 
built up in brick in the nineteenth century.  

 
5.8 Although we understand that a desire for separate shop units on two or more floors 

leads naturally to a ‘Row-like’ solution, we should be very unhappy, on grounds of 
historical falsification, if the new buildings could be taken as a part of the Row system. 
Chester’s Rows are a historically specific and very localised adaptation of medieval 
town house design to the challenges posed by the city’s topography and the substantial 
ruins of the Roman fortress (see Ward 1988, 49–51 for a concise explanation). The 
proposed extension of quasi-Rows across the whole of the Northgate area reflects the 
fact that the development has to some extent been conceived as a conventional two-
storey shopping mall (eg the Trafford Centre) with the roof removed, in ‘period dress’. 
The apparent retention of escalators in an outdoor environment seems to be another 
hang-over of ‘mall thinking’. 

 
5.9 Notwithstanding our general support for the retention of traditional open streets rather 

than a closed mall, the two facing sides of ‘Parson’s Walk’ do seem to lend themselves 
to treatment as a roofed arcade. For older residents of Chester this might be 
reminiscent of the much-mourned nineteenth-century Market Hall. However, the 
materials, design and detailing would have to be far superior to those of the central 
passageway of the present Forum, after the manner of the Central Arcade in 
Newcastle-upon-Tyne or Chester’s St Michael’s Arcade. The lower level surely calls out 
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for a monumental staircase at its eastern end, leading down from ‘Lion Walk’. 
Additional public toilets could be sited next to it, as at the Pepper Street entrance to the 
Grosvenor Shopping Centre. 

 

5.10 Although in some cases they may be necessary to create turning circles for delivery 
lorries, there seems to be an excessive use of large ‘bevelled corners’ to buildings. 
These are not a typical feature of Chester and we would counsel against them unless 
there is a need for them and they are appropriate to a particular architectural style. 

 
5.11 We were impressed by the ideas for the market with its decorative iron roof brackets, 

after the manner of nineteenth-century covered markets, although careful detailing will 
be essential to avoid a ‘cheap and nasty’ feel. Satisfactorily placing the market under a 
cinema, with consequent loss of natural light, will be a challenge but may be mitigated 
by a sufficiently high ceiling level. 

 
5.12 The building at the south-west corner of the Town Hall Square will need a certain 

‘presence’ to avoid looking insignificant alongside the bulk of the Town Hall. The 
facades of the old market hall and of the present library may provide inspiration. 

 
5.13 If further sources of historical inspiration are sought, perhaps the old Assay Office and 

the early eighteenth-century Exchange might be considered. 
 
5.14 We are disappointed that the facade of the present library is to be split up between two 

blocks, with the central arch used as the entrance to a passageway leading to the 
proposed Market Square. Although not intrinsically a bad idea, it seems a waste of 
what could be the frontage of a single large building. Given the small size of blocks in 
Chester a dedicated passage leading to the market is hardly necessary: it is perhaps 
taking ‘permeability’ too far.  

 
5.15 The idea of opening up the porticos on the south and east sides of the Town Hall is 

imaginative and could add interest to otherwise rather boring facades. 
 
5.16 Incorporating a multi-storey car park and a department store into the site will be 

aesthetically difficult: the former because of its height and generally cubic proportions, 
the latter because of the unbroken length of its facade. Nor are we convinced by the 
idea of wrapping these buildings in cladding that replicates the arched bracing found in 
timber-framed buildings. Such a cladding is wholly unrelated to the structure and 
function of the buildings and lacks directionality (which in Chester needs to have a 
vertical emphasis, even though buildings heights are comparatively low). By contrast 
the MSCP adjacent to the New Gate has such a directionality, and also a light 
appearance, thanks to its cladding in well spaced oblong concrete slabs. Finally, given 
that the archaeology has already been totally destroyed on this site, would it be feasible 
to reduce the height of the car park by having more of it below ground? We suggest 
that the facade of the department store be broken up into bays: long uniform facades 
do not suit Chester. 
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6.0 Public realm: simplicity, quality and peace 
 

‘Need accessible and attractive green spaces in urban and suburban areas’. 
Sustainable City Workshop – July 2011 

 
Summary 
o A green ‘oasis ‘ should be created on the east side of Goss Street. 
o Surfacing should be carried out in a small range of traditional, high-quality materials 

and kept simple. 
 

Detail 
6.1 The introduction of small squares into the development is welcomed in principle. Those 

proposed adjacent to the market/cinema and department store have an obvious role as 
meeting places and could be equipped with benches (cf the Cross), but we are 
sceptical of the possibility of creating in the British climate the outdoor ‘cafe society’ 
suggested by the graphics. What is lacking in this development are any ‘oases’ of 
peaceful green space. We have suggested above (4.3) that Goss Street should be left 
on its present alignment. This would allow such a space to be created on the east side 
of the street. 

 
6.2 We agree that there are too many types of surfacing in and around Town Hall Square 

at present, that these should be rationalised, and that the north end of St Werburgh 
Street should be incorporated into the scheme to create a unified civic space. However, 
the proposed pattern, again reflecting the arched bracing of timber-framed buildings, 
seems contrived and over-designed. We consider that the existing York stone paving 
works well and should be extended. 

 
6.3 High-quality, appropriate surfacing will be essential to a satisfactory ‘feel’ across the 

whole development. Traditional setts and ‘wheelers’ would enhance the appearance of 
the southern ends of Trinity Street, Crook Street and Goss Street (cf the recent work in  
Commonhall Street) and create attractive and intriguing access routes to the Northgate 
area. 

 
7.0 Site functions: a development that works and enhances the city 
 

‘Redevelopment of the Northgate area intends to strengthen the position of 
Chester as a retail and visitor destination and reverse the trend in its decline in 
the retail rankings’. One City Plan, page 56 

 
Summary 
o We welcome the proposed diversity of function in the area, but should like to know 

where Council officers will be accommodated. 
o Expansion of retailing should be at the expense of out-of-town shopping centres, 

not of existing locations in Chester city centre. 
o We are not yet convinced that the library can be accommodated satisfactorily in the 

Odeon building; arguably it should be left where it is. 
o The number of food and beverage outlets proposed seems excessive. 
o Good access by car and bus is essential to the success of the scheme. Would the 

proposed bus drop-off points be able to cope? 
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 Detail 
7.1 We welcome the proposal for a mix of uses across the site rather than the entirely retail 

use envisaged in the last iteration of the ING scheme: this is far more in keeping with a 
city-centre location. However, one obvious question has not been answered publicly: 
where will the CWaC officers currently housed in the Forum offices be accommodated? 
We would hope that they will not relegated to marginal locations accessible only by car, 
inconvenient for them and for service users, or simply be made redundant. 

 
7.2 The general expectation is that retailing across Britain will be subdued for the 

foreseeable future. We hope that floor areas and, ultimately, rents etc will be carefully 
judged so as to attract branches of modern specialised chain stores selling high-quality 
goods that are currently unable to find suitable premises in Chester and so draw trade 
away from out-of-town retail parks; perhaps ‘niche’ retailers, eg antiquarian booksellers, 
could be encouraged in the older, smaller buildings in the city centre. However, 
because the Northgate area has traditionally been ‘edge of centre’ we have concerns 
as to whether the location of a department store at the south-western corner of the area 
will be viable. If it is not viable, how will the location be used? 

 
7.3 We also have concerns at to whether the library can be relocated to the Odeon building 

in a way that is judged satisfactory by users and staff in terms of adequate public and 
working space. Recent enquiries to CWaC officers on this subject have not been 
answered. Until we are satisfied on this matter we suggest keeping the library on its 
present site, and perhaps even extending it westwards. The argument from synergy 
with the theatre is attractive but not overwhelming. 

 
7.4 The number of food and beverage outlets envisaged seems excessive, although some 

would certainly be appropriate near the cinema and theatre. There is now a shortage of 
individually run restaurants, coffee shops and pubs of any character in the city centre, 
while there is a surfeit of the take-away food- and coffee shop chains that can be found 
across the globe. These contribute significantly to the amount of litter that besmirches 
the city centre, as does the plethora of pavement cafes. Care will need to be taken that 
any additional bars do not lead to an increase in the amount of late-night anti-social 
behaviour (eg urination in the Rows, as reported several time on regional television 
news), for which Chester has become notorious. A number of 24-hour public toilets 
should be included in the development. 

 
7.5 Convenient road access to and through the Northgate area will be crucial to the 

success of the development. Continued access by private car to Abbey Square, and to 
other parts of the city centre to collect heavy purchases (currently through Town Hall 
Square and St Werburgh Street) will be essential. To avoid north-bound vehicles 
having to cross the Inner Ring Road to reach or leave the MSCP, would it be possible 
to link that car park with the existing underpass servicing the Forum car park? (The 
archaeological implications would need to be checked). Car-parking charges should be 
kept as low as practical: Chester is notorious at the moment among visitors for its high 
charges. If the current bus exchange is to be moved and replaced by drop-off points, 
then local services, including Park and Ride services, will need to be routed to call at 
them: we do not consider that a feeder service from a relocated bus exchange would 
work. Would the number of proposed drop-off points be sufficient? Finally, these points 
should be sited on the eastern side of the proposed link road between Hunter Street 
and Princess Street rather than the western, so as to avoid pedestrians having to cross 
the road between vehicles. 
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