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CHESTER ARCHAEOLOGICAL SOCIETY  

 
COMMENTS ON PROPOSED STUDENT ACCOMMODATION ON LINENHALL 
CAR PARK SITE, CHESTER (APPLICATION 13/03210/FUL) 

 
SUMMARY 

 

The principle of student accommodation on this site seems reasonable but, given the 

plethora of such schemes across the northern part of the city, the Society yet again calls on 

CWaC to develop a detailed and comprehensive policy on the subject. The design submitted 

is considerably better than the consented scheme, but the location of the building is a 

prominent one and its design needs to be of the highest quality. The roofline on the St 

Martins Way frontage is too high and should be lowered to match that of its neighbours on 

the western side of the street; the design is also capable of a number of other, detailed, 

changes.  The Archaeological Mitigation Strategy is likewise capable of improvement. 

 

DETAIL 

 

1.0 The Principle of Student Accommodation on the Site 

 Subject to appropriate management, we consider that student accommodation is an 

appropriate and sustainable use of this site. 

 

1.1 The Society has stated its preference for students being accommodated  in relatively 

large-scale developments  in ‘public’ areas of the city centre rather than in an out-of-

town ‘village’ or in small developments scattered among existing residential areas. City-

centre locations are inherently more likely to be within easy walking or cycling distance 

of the University’s teaching facilities and of shops and of leisure and cultural facilities; 

they thus have the potential to benefit both students and the city’s economy and to 

reduce the use of cars. Relatively large, specialised accommodation also has the 

potential for environmental efficiencies, management of anti-social behaviour, and 

avoids disruption of existing inner city residential areas. 

 

1.2 Policy HO 17 of the Chester District Local Plan, states inter alia:  

 ‘Proposals for the conversion of a dwelling to student accommodation will be granted 

provided that the following criteria are met: 

o it does not result in the net loss of existing family dwellings; 

o the college/university which the student(s) attends can demonstrate a need for such 

  accommodation which it cannot meet by more acceptable means, particularly   

  purpose-built accommodation; 

o any proposal will not detract from the amenities of the area’. 

 

1.3 The CWaC Local Plan Publication Draft, Policy Soc 3 states ‘The Council will support 

the provision of specialised student accommodation within Chester in appropriate, 

accessible locations, convenient for the facilities at the University of Chester’. 

Paragraphs 7.14 and 7.15 of the explanation for this policy summarise the problems 

that have grown up through the lack of such accommodation in the past and the 

reliance on Houses in Multiple Occupation (HMOs). This is a tacit admission that Policy 

HO 17 has not been implemented, although the policy itself is to be retained. Moreover, 

the draft Local Plan does not specify what it means by ‘appropriate, accessible 

locations’. Therefore, at the moment it would be more accurate to speak of the 

aspirations of successive local authorities on the subject rather than policies. 
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1.4 However, Chester District Local Plan Policy HO3 did foresee the use of the Linenhall 

site for housing, with an affordable element which could include student accom- 

modation (paragraph 7.27). The present proposal is therefore an extension of that 

thinking. The site is within easy walking distance of the Parkgate Road and Riverside 

campuses, and it is only a few minutes’ walk from the bus exchange and Forum shops. 

It thus seems well suited for student housing: the Inner Ring Road/ Linenhall Street has 

always marked the western boundary of the retail area of the city, and we have no 

reason to suppose that uses of the site other than housing would be viable. 

 

1.5 One of the attractions of student accommodation on this site is that it has the potential 

to reduce the presence of cars and associated parking in a densely built up and busy 

part of the city. We are therefore a little surprised that 123 car parking spaces are 

envisaged (ie over 1 car per 5 students). By contrast, on the Crewe Street site, where 

permission was also recently granted for student accommodation, there are only 16 

parking spaces for 394 students. In any event, the use of cars by students will need to 

be managed to avoid problems of on-street parking in the neighbourhood. 

 

1.6 Although we agree with the Council’s aspiration and the reasoning behind it, quoted in 

paragraphs 1.2 and 1.3 above, unfortunately information about the number of students 

on the Chester University campuses, where they live and might wish to live, and future 

trends, is in short supply, inconsistent and disputed (see our review of this subject in 

connection with the proposed Student Village: http://www.chesterarchaeolsoc.org.uk/ 

CAS_PlanConsult13_StudentVillage_PC_comments_V02_30-06-13.pdf sections 3.0 

and 4.0). CWaC has just approved flats for 394 students at Crewe Street (13/01876/ 

FUL), other private-sector schemes, including the ‘Student Village’, are ‘in the pipeline’, 

while the University continues building its own accommodation. Moreover, applications 

to create HMOs for student accommodation are still being approved (see, for example, 

5 King Street: application 13/01291/FUL). We fear that there is a risk of a ‘bubble’ 

developing unless a) the supply of HMOs is restricted, or b) there is large growth in the 

number of students, or c) many of the students currently commuting into Chester take 

the opportunity to live in the city. Chester can ill-afford to have another large, failed 

development blighting a prominent city-centre site (cf the Northgate Travelodge).  

 

1.7 We therefore repeat our earlier calls for CWaC and the University to engage more 

closely with one another and with residents to formulate the necessary policies rather 

than the Council taking ad hoc, reactive decisions (cf  the University’s Development 

Framework (2012), p 45: ‘It is important for the University to work closely and 

productively with Cheshire West and Chester Council and the local community in the 

provision of appropriate solutions, which may include appropriate new provision, 

including on the Parkgate Road site and the evolution of a strategy to mitigate the worst 

effects of ‘studentification’ in the local residential communities through a managed 

approach’). Difficult though it may be, these plans must extend far beyond the 2016 

limit of the University’s Development Framework and must address all aspects of the 

subject, which otherwise will continue to be a ‘running sore’ in the city. 

. 

2.0 Design 

 

 We commend the architects for their ‘rationalisation’ of the previous design. However, 

the St Martins Way frontage should be reduced to the six storeys of the consented 

scheme. A bridge to the access deck from St Martins Way could be considered. 

Courtyard windows should be linked in vertical groups, as are those on the street 

frontages, and the facades of the outer courtyards could be finished in brick. 

http://www.chesterarchaeolsoc.org.uk/CAS_PlanConsult13_StudentVillage_PC_comments_V02_30-06-13.pdf
http://www.chesterarchaeolsoc.org.uk/CAS_PlanConsult13_StudentVillage_PC_comments_V02_30-06-13.pdf
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2.1 We share the views expressed by the Conservation Area Advisory Panel on 4 June 

about this scheme. We concede that changes have been made since then and certainly 

consider that the ‘rational’ design of the proposal represents a great improvement on 

the ‘chaotic’ one of the consented scheme (especially the St Martins Way frontage). 

However, we also consider that the potential remains to raise the scheme from being 

an ‘OK project’ to ‘the best’ (Chester One City Plan ‘Big Picture’ Workshop, July 2011). 

 
2.2 Overall height and rooftop pavilions/penthouses 

 

2.2.1 Our members are strongly of the opinion that the height of the buildings facing St 

Martins Way should be reduced to that of the previously consented design, above 

which it has been increased by the addition of a seventh storey of pavilions. Such a 

reduction would allow the development to integrate far better with the existing buildings 

along the western side of Nicholas Street and St Martin’s Way (cf Chester and 

Approaches Characterisation Study p 67). Attempting to use the proposed buildings to 

integrate the Crowne Plaza hotel (implicitly criticised in the Characterisation Study p 61 

as ‘highly visible because of its size and bulk’) into its surroundings is mistaken and 

risks reinforcing failure. The scheme should integrate with the good buildings in the 

area, not the bad ones.  

 

2.2.2 We therefore consider that the seventh-storey rooftop pavilions should be eliminated. 

As is clear from the visualisations of the scheme, far from being ‘recessive’ features, 

they are very obtrusive from ground level and contribute significantly to the apparent 

height and massiveness of the buildings. Part of the problem seems to lie with the 

exaggerated projection of their roofs beyond the window line (also noticeable on the 

pavilion at the south end of Stanley Street), and even at times beyond the brickwork 

beneath. In addition these pavilions have a centralised design and positioning, and their 

width does not correspond to that of the three-bay blocks below but straddles them; this 

ties the blocks together visually and creates a monolithic feel, rather than allowing them 

to appear as individual elements in a terrace, as has been done on Stanley Street. 

 

2.2.3 Despite this, we suggest that the sixth storey of all or some of the St Martins Way 

blocks could be given a pavilion-style construction, but in a more delicate style; this 

would further reduce the apparent height. If thought appropriate, parapet heights could 

be varied, as has been done successfully on the Stanley Street frontage, introducing a 

degree of individuality into the appearance of the blocks. In addition we should like to 

see the southernmost block facing St Martins Way reduced in height by one storey to 

allow better integration with the low buildings at the corner of Lower Watergate Street 

and on Linenhall Place. 

 

2.3 Articulation of the facades 

 

2.3.1 The splitting up of the facades into groups, generally three windows wide, works well. 

However, the effect would be enhanced if the outermost groups of the southern block 

facing St Martins Way (ie adjacent to Linenhall Place and the steps to the access deck) 

were to project, likewise the southernmost group of the northern block and the 

southernmost group on Stanley Street. 
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2.4 Access deck and approaches 

 

2.4.1 We support the creation of a public route from St Martin’s Way through the middle of 

the development. However, we think that this would work better if it were connected 

directly to St Martins Way at pavement level as well as to the slip road, via steps and a 

bridge (headroom over the slip road permitting). Such a feature would mirror similar 

ones found along Nicholas Street. 

 

2.4.2 The passages to the access deck through gaps in the buildings risk feeling ‘dead’, and, 

on the east side, canyon-like’ (cf the passage into the courtyard of the HQ building 

opposite the Castle), unless they are relieved in some way. Is it practical to insert 

windows into these walls? 

 

2.4.3 The entrance to the service car park under the access deck at the end of Stanley Street 

risks spoiling the appearance of that street unless very carefully designed (cf the 

access to the Grosvenor Shopping Centre car park from Newgate Street); likewise all 

steps and ironwork associated with the access deck: the use of standard rectangular -

section steel tubing would not be good enough. 

 

2.5 Courtyards and their facades 

 

2.5.1 In contrast to the street frontages, finished in brick with vertically-linked groups of 

windows, the courtyard facades are shown finished in white with individual square 

window openings to the first three storeys. We understand that it may be considered 

desirable to finish the courtyard facades in white to lighten them, but consider that the 

view from the west would be bleak and visually uninteresting (cf the back of the 

Northgate Travelodge as seen from St Oswalds Way). At the very least the linking of 

the lower vertical ‘runs’ of windows would introduce more articulation and variation in 

colour. 

 

2.5.2 The facades of the outer, open courtyards could possibly be finished in brick as they 

are in fact continuations of the street frontages. 

 

2.5.3 There appears to be a heavy canopy over the courtyard adjoining Linenhall Mews. This 

is reminiscent of a petrol filling station or hospital reception area. 

 

3.0 Archaeology 

 

 The Impact Assessment needs to take account of the latest research, and a detailed 

mitigation programme will need to be agreed with the Archaeological Planning Officer. 

 

3.1 The background information in the Archaeological Impact Assessment and Mitigation 

Strategy needs to be updated to take account of the report on the Roman baths by D 

Mason published in S W Ward et al, Excavations at Chester. The western and southern 

extramural settlements. Oxford: Archaeopress (BAR Brit Ser 553), 2012, 219–59. In 

particular, it should be noted that Mason tentatively suggests that the baths extended 

further into the development site than is suggested in the Strategy. 

 

3.2 The generalisation on the age and importance of deposits likely to be found at various 

depths needs to be treated with care. For example, Roman archaeology was 

supposedly found at 18.881 m OD in Trench 1 of the trial excavation, hardly below the 

deposits that it is suggested can be virtually disregarded. We would recommend that a 
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skilled archaeologist should be on site during the machine removal of surface deposits 

(and indeed during all other machining). 

 

3.3 On page 39 of the Impact Assessment it is stated that between surface deposits and 

the medieval friary there are only post-medieval cultivation deposits and demolition 

debris from the Linenhall  and that this material ‘has a certain archaeological interest 

but is not of sufficient merit to warrant preservation in situ’.  We do not necessarily 

dispute the value judgement, but the statement ignores the possibility of remains of the 

structure of the Linenhall surviving intact beneath the demolition debris; these would 

certainly warrant detailed recording. 

 

3.4 The lift pits would certainly penetrate friary levels (and the piles presumably Roman 

ones as well), but superficially it would appear as if the other groundworks would 

theoretically disturb only a small percentage of the cultivation and Linenhall levels. 

Nevertheless, it is clear that the network of tie beams will be fairly dense in some areas, 

and we suspect that the actual degree of disturbance will inevitably be greater than 

predicted, if only through machine churn. Some area excavation may therefore be 

justified, for example around the edges of the site, where structural remains of the 

Linenhall may be expected. If practical, the lift pits should be excavated 

archaeologically.  

 

3.5 Even if the impact of the development on the buried archaeology is reduced as much 

as is claimed , the opportunities for research should not be overlooked: on other sites in 

Chester much has been learned in the past by the careful recording of machine-cut 

foundation- and drain trenches. For instance, any chances to discover more about the 

plan, construction and chronology of the Roman baths, medieval friary and Linenhall 

should be taken. A watch should be kept for the possible continuation of the north–

south Roman road found at 30 Nicholas Street in 1974, which would have run along the 

eastern side of the baths. Although they should lie below the level of disturbance, there 

remains the possibility of exposing the tops of medieval burials associated with the 

friary. Opportunities should also be taken to recover plant remains, especially from the 

Roman period, when the trial excavations suggested that the land east of the baths 

may have been cultivated. Finally, the chance of totally unpredicted discoveries should 

not be excluded. 

 

3.6 It should be stated explicitly that the archive will be deposited in the Grosvenor 

Museum. 

 

3.7 The final archaeological mitigation programme will need to be agreed with the Planning 

Archaeologist. 

 

P Carrington 

For Chester Archaeological Society 

 

13 August 2013 

 
The Chester Archaeological Society was founded in 1849. Its geographical scope has always extended beyond 

Chester to Cheshire and North Wales, and from its inception it has campaigned not only for the proper care of 

archives, archaeology and historic buildings but for high-quality architectural design. See http://www.chester 

archaeolsoc.org.uk/about.html 
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