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The Society examines all Planning Applications relating to Hampstead, and assesses them for their impact on conservation and on the local environment.

To London Borough of Camden, Development Control Team

Planning Ref:    2015/6280/P          2015/6447/L                                                                     

 Address:           Heath House, New End Way, NW3

Description:      Ch of Use ; 6 flats.  Basement car parking.  Other work.

Case Officer:
  Charles Thuaire                                          Date  28 November 2015

We comment further to our preliminary comments made to the developers in the course of the pre-application consultations (reproduced in their Planning Statement).

We expressed serious objections on a number of issues; we deal with these in more detail:

1.   Status of this Application

Reference is made to the previous Permission for restoration of Heath House, and various alterations and extensions, 2008/0661/P.  That permission was granted 7 years ago and, since no work on implementing it has started or completed, it has lapsed.  This current application has therefore to be considered afresh in the light of current national and local Planning policies and Guidance.

2.   Change of Use from Single Dwelling to 6 Flats

Heath House is one of Hampstead’s most notable houses, one of only a very few listed Grade 2*.  Its location is extremely prominent at the top of the Hill, in a setting comprising several other listed houses, Whitestone Pond, our War Memorial, and of course Hampstead Heath, which it overlooks.  It was built as a grand mansion in 1700-1720, and despite its present deplorable condition (see 5 below) is of great local, national and international importance.

Its conversion to a block of flats would degrade it and damage its standing as a Heritage Asset.  We know that there are other listed buildings that have undergone such conversions, but this is not the right future for this magnificent house.

The developers have not made any relevant case for the change of use, beyond saying that it is not “commercially viable” as a single dwelling.  Since when has an opinion given by an estate agent (employed by the site owner) been considered to carry valid or relevant Planning weight?  The Planning system exists to protect the community at large from harm from unacceptable development, and to protect our heritage; this is especially so in the case of listed buildings.

The harm would arise from the consequent sub-division of the house, affecting room layouts and proportions, staircases, doors, windows and other features with their architectural detail, and especially the increased amount of car parking generated by multiple flats.  See 5, 7 and 8 below.

Local and national estate agents seem to have no problem at the moment in selling large mansions, for eye-watering prices; the property pages of every newspaper are full of them, many in the Hampstead area..

We suggest that the opinion advanced by the developers in this case should be taken with a large pinch of salt.  What they really mean is that 6 flats would be more profitable; we might believe that.

Heath House deserves better than this: such a Change of Use is unacceptable.

3.   Metropolitan Open Land

This is another attempt to obtain permission for development in Metropolitan Open Land on the fringes of Hampstead Heath.  You will not need reminding of the recent examples of The Garden House, Vale of Health, and Athlone House, Hampstead Lane.  In both these well-known cases, MOL policy was upheld on appeals, both to the Planning Inspectorate and to the High Court.

The calculation of relevant floor areas in this case is somewhat complex, due in part to the omission of Heath House itself from MOL, and errors in the drawing-up of the UDP map.  However, the figures are not too difficult to find (we take the applicants’ own figures from their Planning Statement):

Calculations omit the floor area of the house itself ; ex-MOL.  

The baseline has been taken as the situation in 1948, following the completion of WW2 bomb damage repair work.

All figures in sq ft. (as set out in the application)

Floor area of all buildings within MOL:       1948:                           3,895

                                                                       2015 proposed            6,408

Increase of 2015 areas over 1948 areas:                                           60.78 %

The 2015 areas are assumed to include the basement car park, although this is not explicitly stated.  We have not ourselves recalculated the proposals; the production of a separate set of figures will always lead to disputes which cloud the real issues.

We draw attention to the curious omission of a Basement floor plan; there is only an indication of the parking layout; none of its construction, walls, stairs, doors etc.

We are also unclear whether the “Plant Room” shown on the applicants’ sectional drawing is included, since it appears on no plan drawing.  It could easily be about 300 sq.ft in area, from the section drawing.  This would add to the proposed floorspace, and increase the excess percentage.

Not for the first time, the developer has adopted the familiar tactic of “creeping development”; that is, one application succeeding another, each one applying for more floorspace or less satisfactory design features.  We must oppose this in principle.

It is clear from the above simple calculation that the excess development floorspace proposed, as over that of the original building, at over 60%, far exceeds anything which might be considered “material” or “proportionate” by NPPF standards, or by the conclusions to the recent MOL appeal cases quoted above.  On this basis, the application must fail, without any other of the very important environmental issues being considered.

4.   Section 106 Agreements

It has been our understanding that the two permissions granted in 2008, for the restoration of Heath House (2008/0661/P) and the construction by replacement of Heath Park ( 2008/0663/P ) were linked by provisions in one or more  Section 106 Agreements.  This linkage related to MOL encroachment, and conditions ensuring that neither could be occupied until both are completed—rather like what should have been the case on the Athlone House site.

Third parties such as us are not permitted to know anything of the detailed negotiations leading to S 106 Agreements.

The deplorable deterioration by neglect of the house (see 5 below) should have been prevented by this linkage.

5.   Restoration of the House

Irrespective of the content of the house, no proposals of any consequence on its restoration or architectural reconstruction are made.

This is a Grade 2* listed house, and very detailed proposals on structure, construction, detail and interior design are essential to its assessment.

It is extremely relevant that the house, internally and externally, has been allowed to deteriorate so badly. It is in fact disgraceful that such degradation should have occurred, especially internally, by neglect.  We learn now that the house was occupied by squatters, who seemingly vandalised many unique interior features, without any attempt by the owners to restrain them..  We also learn that work on discovery and eradication of fungal disease including dry rot was undertaken, leading to huge areas of wall plaster, ceilings and other architectural detail being destroyed.  We do not know if LB Camden, or EH, were notified of this.  This is not only a listed house, but one on English Heritage’s Buildings at Risk Register.  We ourselves have over several years expressed our concerns at what we could see externally (we were never permitted to enter the house).  Yet nothing was done, by LB Camden or anyone else.

This is a major scandal.  We don’t know who can now be held to account.  The house is said to have changed hands, and the owners in 2008, and the current owners, seem to wash their hands of this.  Damage to a listed building is a criminal offence.  We call on your Legal Dept to investigate this.

The very least that can be expected now is that the current applicants take this matter seriously, and present detailed proposals for proper restoration, as is conventional in such circumstances, so that English Heritage, your conservation officers, and other concerned people can assess them.  Details of floors, ceilings, staircases, doors, architraves, cornices, skirtings , panelling, and the integration of heating and electrical services, to name a few essential features, are required.  No such proposals have been made.  For a Grade 2* house, this is a serious omission.

Until these are provided, we say this application must fail, irrespective of any other issues.

6. New basement

The 2008 Permission incorporated a new basement under the whole of Heath House. However, whatever the Camden policies on basement excavation were in 2008, they pre-dated the adoption in 2010 of the LDF and in particular Policy DP27 Basements and Lightwells, and no precedent should be assumed from the 2008 decision.  The current application repeats the proposal, with a different internal layout. .A Basement Impact Assessment of conventional nature is included, but the principle of permitting excavations under the footprint of Listed Buildings is still unresolved. 

Your Draft Local Plan, presently in the final stages of consultation, precludes all such excavation under listed buildings, a policy with which we fully agree.

The Policy is doubly appropriate in the case of Grade 1 or 2* buildings.

You will be aware that there is precedent for the consideration of pre-adopted policies, especially, we would say, in cases where a high degree of public opinion/objection is involved.  That is certainly the case here.

We object strongly to this basement proposal, which plainly would be refused in a few weeks’ time on adoption of the Local Plan, and we ask that a sensible decision is taken on this basis.

7.   Basement and surface car parking

Even if MOL issues did not arise, the proposed access and parking layout would be a completely unacceptable feature of the proposals.  

The proposal is for 9 car park spaces: 6, including 3 visitors spaces and one disabled space, at ground level.  3 in the completely unnecessary parking basement (together with 12 bicycle racks).  LB Camden parking standards allow for one parking space per dwelling; i.e. 6 in total.

Not only is the total excessive, but the excavation of a large part of the house’s front garden for basement parking is outrageous.  The setting of the listed house would be sorely damaged by the excavation work, which would not comply with your draft Local Plan.

The previous 2008 design, which itself included more car parking than was justified, nevertheless designed it tucked away and screened, accessed from North End Way by an entrance shared with the separate Heath Park house.  There is no reason why a site layout design could not be devised to do something similar, with all 6 spaces at the rear and side of the house.  The rear garden area is large, and the boundary with Heath Park ill-defined.  

Work needs to be done on improving the entrance gates to allow for waiting vehicles and avoid congestion on North End Way.

The retention of the existing entrance gates for access to ground level and service traffic, next to the War Memorial, is unsuitable for use except in conjunction (as existing) with a single dwelling.

The paving over of the conspicuous front garden, and its use for parking is completely unacceptable. This would lead to the main public view and setting of the front of the house being defaced and obstructed by cars and service vehicles.

The applicants give no detail as to what finish and detail are proposed anyway.

It is not appropriate as a setting for the front of this listed house, and the adjoining War Memorial.

8.   Architectural design 

There are many instances in the proposals of compromised architectural design, almost all arising because of the decision taken to divide the house up into 6 separate flats.  The planning of internal circulation, especially at lower levels, the intrusive incorporation of an entrance doorway into the otherwise regular pattern of the South elevation, and other cases, are all examples of this.

9.   Space and residential standards

The layout, and especially the daylighting and ventilation standards indicated in respect of the 1-bedroom flat in the Basement are particularly unacceptable.  In this day and age, dependence on tiny deep lightwells is Dickensian.   Surely not up to Camden residential standards.

10.   Trees

Our Tree Officer will write separately.

11.   Listing Proposal

The developers’ suggestion that Heath House does not justify its listing status, and should be downgraded to Grade 2 is offensive.  

Heath House , dating from 1700-1720 is a magnificent example of its time, located on a prominent site, set with other listed buildings, Whitestone Pond , and Hampstead Heath.  It has been the subject of some alterations over the years (what building from that date has not?), had to be repaired following WW2 bomb damage, and has suffered grievously in recent years due its owners’ neglect. In other words, it’s had a hard life.  Yet its unique architectural perfection in this location remains for all to see. It fully justifies its listing status.

We reject this suggestion, transparently motivated by commercial considerations.

We have presented a number of powerful and relevant objections to this application, and call for refusal

.

