SAVE VICTORIA BATHS CAMPAIGN GROUP

FINAL STATEMENT – DETAIL

Potential For Capital Overspend.
Levitate highlight cost overrun as a key risk on p77 8.22.  Capital costs for each Option have already increased since Jan – and work hasn’t even begun. Risk can be mitigated by a scalable refurbishment project- for example, the removal of ‘unsightly’ ducts from roof of pool hall (Option A) is expensive and unnecessary.

 

Option C has greatest risk from unknown ground conditions- it may require expensive foundations if ‘probable’ sandstone plateau (as quoted in the Levitate report) is  not found or found to be full of caves. Can be mitigated by reuse of existing buildings.

Option C complex roof forms including many flat roofs with internal gutters and separate roof lights.  It raises the spectre of Clissold Leisure Centre in Hackney (where a complex roof delayed build programme, blew budget, leaked and is now closed http://www.guardian.co.uk/artanddesign/2004/mar/01/architecture). This could be mitigated by the use of conventional roof shapes as per existing pool halls. Option C’s roof design does not comply with Council’s own design guidance, which specifies that low or flat roofs are to be avoided, and simple roof shapes should be utilised that do not provide hiding places as seen from the ground and are not accessible to unauthorised areas (which actually echoes the original design brief).
Option C’s complex façade design including external shading devices creates high risk of failure requiring replacement and/or high maintenance costs. It’s complex system of sliding panels to make interior useable carries a high risk of failure/high maintenance costs (and lack of use through impracticality). 

As they stand, both Options A & C will inevitably need private financing to help with their cost (the council has set aside £8million and both Options exceed this figure).  The Levitate report says on p75 “Recommendations: current market conditions are likely to limit the potential value of the site after the leisure centre has been built”. This means that there will be no private finance available in the short or medium term.  Option C, once started cannot be scaled back to fit the cut of the Council’s financial cloth.  Option A can.

If Option C is approved and demolition takes place, the likely outcome of the lack of land value both on the existing site and the surrounding Brook St area will be a swathe of derelict land around election time with no prospect of development upon it – a bit like the Island site.
Finally, given that Option C is not the cheapest build, the evidence that it will be cheapest to run needs to be watertight in order to prove fiscal probity.  These figures have not been provided either by the architects or the Council.
Planning Constraints.
The proposed work to Victoria Leisure Centre will not only take place in a conservation area but is centred on the focal point of that conservation area, the Victoria Leisure centre tower.   There is a presumption in planning law that nothing will be demolished in a conservation area until the appearance of its replacement has been determined.   There is equally a presumption that new build in a conservation area will enhance that conservation area.   No consideration has been given (in any scheme) of the design for the new or refronted buildings that will be required, whichever scheme is chosen.   The leisure centre will present a large frontage to the existing Gedling Street and Sneinton Square, which will stand between two listed Victorian stone buildings.   The return elevation to Bath Street will face an important Victorian park and stand next to a listed Victorian block of flats; it will face a listed nineteenth-century pub whose facade shows inter-war decoration.

The fact that the Leisure Centre sits in a conservation area means that applications to alter it must go the Secretary of State; likely opposition to demolition will mean that it is likely that an application for Option C will result in a lengthy planning enquiry.

Option C is fundamentally flawed as it cannot be reconciled with best practice urban design guidance. It is a large blank box placed on a sensitive, tight urban site with 2 frontages. These problems are fundamental and many cannot be solved by redesign. Option C also destroys the potential for the “Zone 2” site to fulfill a positive role in the future, with a more suitable use.

In particular Option C does not fit with the following local, city wide and national guidance:

LOCAL GUIDANCE
Option C does not fit the Gehl Neighbourhood Development Plan.  In addition to ignoring the spirit of the NDP by attempting to solve the problems of the area with an iconic building, Option C breaches the following sustainable development rules under the NDP: 

3: No closed facades- active and soft edges. Option C contains 1 entrance, and makes no improvement on the current situation. NDP envisages 4 main entrances along Sneinton Market.

4: No big blocks: Fine urban grain.  Option C presents a large, single entrance volume to both Sneinton Market and Bedford Row.

7: No large monotonous facades: variation. Option C would require complex façade treatment to break down scale of box.

CITY WIDE GUIDANCE

Option C does not fit with the Nottingham City Centre Design Guide (draft):

In the ‘zone of repair’, the NCCDG states:
“redevelopment, when it takes place will respect and repair the historic character of the area” (p.15).  
The Market side traditionally housed a large number of small units, not one large box. Bedford Room on Bedford Row is small scale with many windows.  

The NNCDG also states:
“Building lines cannot be changed in the Zone of Repair” 1.2 (p.18)  
Option C changes the building line to create the pool hall and set back at corner of Bath Street.  The NNCDG also states that there should be a continuous street frontage (1.7, p.19). This would require butting up the likely supermarket that will go on the corner of Bath St to the Clock Tower.
The NNCDG says that Sneinton Market edge should have 75% Active frontage. Option C shows less than 10%. Active Frontage is defined as “ground floor shop windows or transparent frontages so that the activity within the building is visible from the street.” 

Finally, the NNCDG specifies “Eyes onto the street: New buildings should not present blank facades to the street”. Option C new build offers no Ground floor eyes to the street- either on Sneinton Market or Bedford Row. All elevations fronting onto streets and public spaces should include windows on the ground and upper floors. 

NOTTINGHAM CITY CENTRE MASTERPLAN
The masterplan “sets the strategic spatial framework for the development of the city centre”. It identifies the Brook Street site as a development opportunity, but not the Baths site. It identifies the strong heritage setting of the conservation area and 3 listed buildings adjacent to the centre.

NATIONAL GOVERNMENTAL GUIDANCE
Option C does not fit with DETR/CABE “Urban design in the planning system: towards better practice” (2000). In addition to many points covered above in the design guide:

- Avoiding blank walls at ground level. Option C presents blank ground level walls to Market and Bedford Row. “On a sloping site, buildings that sit on the real ground and step up the hill are more likely to contribute to local character and avoid blank walls at ground level than large monolithic slabs that ignore the topography”. (p.21)
- Width of streets relates to building height. Option C presents high bulk to Bedford Row, requiring a street of 15-24m wide (p.22) not 8m as indicated. The cut through road to Bath Street would need to be 27-36m wide (ibid), not 11m as indicated. The bulk of the Option C proposal reduces the land available for development. This makes the size of the proposed urban blocks less viable. 

- Failing to deal with the corner of Bath Street. Option C proposes a left-over park space, exposing the blank elevation of the Clock Tower ensemble. “A building at the corner of a street block can turn and close the corner visually”.(p.23). “Buildings on busy street corners that are designed to accommodate shops, restaurants and other similar activities can contribute to local identity and activity” (p.23). “Space left over after development, without a function, is a wasted resource and will detract from a place’s sense of identity. It is likely to be abused and vandalised, diminishing safety and security”. (P.25) 

There is likely to be strong local objections to new buildings on development zones of over 2 storeys.  The VLC site is adjacent to the areas covered Stonebridge and Victoria Park T&R, both active local groups opposed to unsympathetic development.  Past experience demonstrates that these groups will mount sustained and vocal opposition to anything that raises the skyline beyond its present level.

Public Outcry.  
In all the surveys undertaken including the most recent, Option C has scored low in terms of popular preference.  The Campaign has collected 536 signatures in support of Option A, in addition to the Council’s own data which shows a clear majority in favour of Option A.  By ignoring this and pressing ahead with Option C the Council risks alienating a large section of the community, as well as the very people who they will need to provide attendance receipts once the new centre is open.   
Any delays, cost overruns etc are likely to become evident within the next few years and failure to deliver or delivery of an imperfect building seized upon by locals who have seen their views ignored. It will be difficult to build goodwill towards the project during the construction process, particularly as phased construction is apparently no longer possible (5.10) and the facility will have to close.  The closure and subsequent demolition entailed by Option C will most likely take place during the next Council elections.

The recent upswing in the numbers at the VLC has been partly in response to the high profile given to it by the campaign and by the active engagement of the campaign with the community, especially through the distribution of many 1000s of flyers by the campaign team to promote activities at the Centre.  This will community-led support & publicity not be available if the wishes of that p[art of the community are ignored.

Environmental Damage.
Option C lacks integration with the Council’s Carbon Management Programme (4.32 Refurbishment projects – explore low carbon solutions for the maintenance programme and build up a portfolio of case studies".).  It is harmful to the environment because it involves extensive demolition and rebuild. The problems are:

Waste:

The Campaign estimates that Option C would create twice as much landfill as Option A. Demolition creates 3x more waste than extensive refurbishment (bshf). Option C involves demolition of 96% of the building, compared to just 27% under option A. 

This does not fit with DEFRA’s Waste Strategy for England (2007) or the Strategy for Sustainable Construction (June 2008): “By 2012, a 50% reduction of construction, demolition and excavation waste to landfill compared to 2008.”

Carbon Emissions: 

Demolition involves ‘loss’ of the embodied energy in a building; damaging carbon emissions result from the manufacture and construction of the replacement building. Carbon emissions are typically 3 x higher for new build than refurbishment.

Council’s Carbon Management Plan: to reduce CO2 emissions 30% by 2016

Insufficient evidence is presented to choose between the options responsibly. A high profile project like this should provide an opportunity to demonstrate responsible decision making about the carbon footprint of the project. 

Solar collectors offer feasible energy saving but are hard to integrate in Option C, resulting in complex high maintenance Saw-tooth roof with internal gutters. By contrast Option A has approx 800m2 south facing roof space already available.


 

