
NUMBER 2018/2975/L – Planning Application for The Brunswick Centre

Whilst the Brunswick Tenants’ and Residents’ Association do not, in principle, wish to object to this application to paint certain walls of the Brunswick Centre, it is very concerned that the job is done to the correct specification.   If not, the paintwork is likely to fail in a couple of years and look much worse than before. (The painting to the external metalwork has been applied to the wrong specification and will al.ost certainly be peeling by this time next year.) 

In addition, concern for the long-term future care and look of the building, needs to ensure that repairs of areas of spalling should also be carried out according to the correct specifications.  

The BTRA is sure the freeholder and the BTRA are in agreement as to the wish to maintain the building to the highest possible standard.  However, there are areas of concern which the BTRA feels it must point out.

 
PAINTING :
To the report prepared by the Lazari’s conservation consultant is attached a set of drawings which are intended to indicate the areas that are already painted (off white) and others, currently left as concrete and which they intend to paint.   The drawings are too small in scale to make out exactly the areas they intend to paint, most particularly to the end wall at the North end of the building. The BTRA believes that the painted area should not be carried right up to include all the concrete in that plane, including just one side of a vent shaft which would look unbalanced.

The BTRA is also most concerned for the long-term appearance and weathering of the painted areas and would recommend that great care and research should be carried out to ensure that materials applied now are fully compatible with what lies underneath.

 
  CONCRETE:
Generally the BTRA’s views on the value of retaining certain areas of natural concrete seem to differ from the view expressed by Lazari Investments’ consultant.  The BTRA’s comments on the consultant’s report are attached, marked in red.

Much of the consultant’s argument is based on the commonly held view that the original architect intended that the whole building should be painted. Back in 1970 this was true and it was only the developer’s financial situation that prevented this happening. However, when the decision had to be made by Allied London in 2000 about whether - and what - to paint, Patrick Hodgkinson was fully involved, as part of the architects’ team and was in support of the decision taken.  Indeed, as part of one of the Bloomsbury Festivals in the year immediately following completion of the ‘makeover’ there was a demonstration by team of abseilers involving the great concrete shafts at Brunswick Square, which Hodgkinson found fascinating and fully justified the decision that had been taken.

 

Bearing in mind that any decisions taken now need to set the pattern for the long-term care of this listed building, the BTRA is concerned that any further repairs to the concrete should be carried out to the specification and under the supervision of structural engineers with the correct experience.  Almost without exception the repairs carried out in the 2000 contract have been, and remain, successful. 

Unfortunately, some further spalling has taken place in areas that were not apparent then, involving rusting of steel reinforcement that was originally cast much too close to the surface of the concrete.  The BTRA believes that these further repairs should be carried out using the same or similar equally approved technique as before.

Sections of the Design and Access Statement with comments from the BTRA in red.  (NB:  Only sections with BTRA comments are included here.)

Conception and design 
 Omissions to the scheme, including lack of external paint  
· 3.4  However, as Swenarton puts it, ‘at this stage the history of the project was overtaken by national political developments’. At the same time as building for rent became less attractive for developers like Coleman, the newly formed Borough of Camden was looking for new social housing schemes, and a deal was struck whereby they acquired the flats, and their own architects became involved.

This is historically incorrect. LB Camden only agreed to take a 99-year lease on the flats after also agreeing to re-house all those who were furnished tenants already living on the Foundling Estate. Coleman had originally believed that these tenants had no security of tenure and could be evicted to make way for his development of luxury apartments. However the ‘National political developments ‘referred to by Swenerton occurred when an incoming Labour administration around 1964 changed the law regarding the security of so called ‘furnished ‘ tenants and gave them security of tenure for the first time, thus placing upon Coleman responsibility for re-housing them and at a stroke rendering his scheme unviable.

Hodgkinson, in consultation with the chief planning officer, Bruno Schlaffenberg, was then asked by Coleman to re-design the residential part of his design in order to reduce the size of the flats and to increase their number. The design team of five, of which David Levitt was one, then proceeded to re-design the housing to the then recently introduced ‘Parker Morris‘ standards. Camden’s own architects were never involved in the redesign but, significantly, Coleman’s continuing financial difficulties meant that control of the development slipped from him to McAlpine who then became both client and contractor. This eventually led to the replacement of Hodgkinson by McAlpine’s own ‘in house’ architects and many of the issues connected with the concrete finishes and standards date from that set of decisions. (See David Levitt article in recent issue of the 20th Century Society Journal)
·  1 Mark Swenarton, ‘Politics, property and planning: building the Brunswick, 1958-74’, in Town Planning Review, Volume 84, Issue 2, pp. 197-226 (2013).
· 3.16  It is worth noting that the 2005-6 works were carried out under a very different guidance system for informing works to listed buildings to that of the significance-led approach now enshrined in the NPPF. Although a Conservation Management Plan (CMP) was produced by KM Heritage alongside the 2005-6 works, this does not provide any further explanation for the conservation philosophy behind the painting of only certain elements of the building cream. Discussions at that time involved Patrick Hodgkinson, the Levitt Bernstein team, and Michael Ingall the CEO (then and now) of Allied London. While it is certainly correct that PH originally decided to paint the whole structure in the 1960’s, he was very involved in the subsequent decision in 2005 to adopt the present decoration strategy.
· 3.18  The 2005-6 works appear to have been driven by contemporary aesthetics, rather than a detailed understanding of the original design intention. It may also be that this programme was controlled by cost, with painting of the whole building cream potentially prevented by a lack of budget to achieve this. See David Levitt’s note above. There is no indication that leaving certain areas as concrete was to save money. If anything, the repair strategy used for the concrete surfaces was more subtle and expensive than the use of paint. The new areas of spalling are not those which were treated in the 2005/6 contract but are the result of another decade of exposure in very vulnerable locations. Therefore, we would dispute the value of the part-painting approach of the 2005-6 works, as set out in our assessment of the significance of the existing painting scheme in Chapter 5 below.  8 David Levitt, ‘Brunswick Paint Specification’ (unpublished, 2018) 9 KM Heritage for Allied London, The Brunswick Conservation Management Plan (unpublished, March 2006) 10 Hodgkinson quoted in The Guardian, 2006.  
SITE DESCRIPTION AND IDENTIFICATION OF ASSETS 
· 4.4  The end wall of the left-hand perimeter block was partially painted in cream in April 2018, for which this application seeks retrospective listed building consent. The BTRA is very concerned about the approach taken to the recent painting of the south walls, both as to the materials used (regarding compatability to the materials applied previously) and to treatment of areas of spalling concrete where the reinforcement is now clearly visible.
 North end wall 
· As has already been pointed out the wall at the northern end (Handel Street) was only considered temporary until the Territorial Army could be persuaded to allow the development to continue northwards to Tavistock place. So architecturally it remains unresolved with most of the wall existing in a single flat plane, from pavement level up to the very top of the main vent shafts above roof level on each side.
· The strategy adopted in 2005/6 was along the lines of ‘the cradle‘ structure and the ‘cradled‘ flats above. If permission were granted to extend the area of paint it is hugely important the painted area does not extend upwards beyond the 7th floor flats to include just one face of the main vent shafts.
ASSESSMENT OF SIGNIFICANCE Methodology 
Contribution of the grey concrete elements to the significance of the Brunswick Centre 
· 5.3  Many of the contemporaneous social housing schemes by Camden which have a similar layout and massing to the Brunswick Centre, the best known being the Alexandra Road Estate by Neave Brown (1968-78), are celebrated as being ‘Brutalist’ partly for their use of high-quality exposed concrete. It is important to note that, while the Brunswick Centre is similar in its layout and massing to these schemes, its exposed concrete was the result of cost-cutting rather than Hodgkinson’s design intention, and is therefore clearly not an integral part of its significance. Unlike social housing schemes such as the Alexandra Road Estate, it was never intended to demonstrate the Brutalist aesthetic of exposed concrete, as proved by comments made by Hodgkinson cited in Chapter 3 above.  
· 5.4  We do not consider that the grey-treated concrete elements of the Brunswick Centre have any aesthetic value, because the poor quality and flat finish does not add to the tactile or visual effect of the building. The surfaces are, in this respect, of a vastly different character to buildings of the period that were designed explicitly to be left as exposed concrete (béton brut), which often featured surface treatments such as board-marking or bush-hammering to emphasise their ‘concrete-ness’.  
· 5.5  Furthermore, treating some of the concrete with a grey finish to appear unpainted does not add to the historical understanding of the building because intended by Hodgkinson not as a Brutalist object but as a modern interpretation of the surrounding genteel architecture, painted in cream to fit in with its surroundings.  
· 5.6  Though the grey-treated concrete areas of the building do have some limited historical value as one of the illustrations that the scheme was never completed as planned, it is considered here that the part-cream paint, part-grey concrete approach of the 2005-6 refurbishment detracts from an understanding of the significance of the building. This is because it is contrary to one of the primary design intentions of the original scheme, that it should appear as a single, consistently-coloured megastructure.   These paragraphs – 5.3 to 5.6 express a matter of opinion, not borne out by the decision-making process in 2005/6 mentioned earlier.
ASSESSMENT OF IMPACT Summary of proposals 
· 6.2  This Listed Building Consent application is part-retrospective, for the area of the south end wall that has been painted, but also proposes to paint the remainder of the north and south end walls, and the return edges of the south end walls on the east and west elevations. For more details of the proposals please refer to the drawings prepared by Debbie Flevotomou Architects. It is not clear from these exactly which areas are intended to be painted.  
