
25/0318/FULNew building comprising 8 levels purpose built student accommodation (sui-
generis) with 108 self-contained studios, ancillary spaces at ground, first and eighth floor, and 
ground floor commercial unit (Class E(b)).

Former Site Of 26 - 28 Longbrook Street Exeter EX4 6AE 

Consultation Response on behalf of Exeter St James Community Trust

Thank you for consulting Exeter St James Community Trust over this new application. I feel it 
pertinent to open with a concern relating to the site description.

As above, copied from the planning website, beneath the application’s description the proposed 
development site is identified as the former site of 26 – 28 Longbrook Street, Exeter EX4 6AE. 

The accompanying documentation clearly shows that the proposal is to develop the combined sites 
of the former King Billy pub and Shepherd’s Garage, hence applies to the former sites of 26 - 28 
and 30 – 32 Longbrook Street. It is unfortunate that to my knowledge this has misled at least one 
local resident at the public consultation stage, but surely it is essential that the formal description be 
corrected before determination takes place? 

Looking further back at the planning history of proposals for this combined site, originating in 
2017, it becomes clear that this same inaccuracy of the formal site description is associated with 
each application. Would it be correct to infer that this could potentially have created serious legal 
difficulty should the development have proceeded across the combined site? Presumably there has 
not been legal permission for any development on the site of the former 30 – 32 Longbrook Street 
since application 15/0654/FUL lapsed in 2019.

OBJECTION

We have been dismayed by a number of the many changes to the previously consented full 
application that we discovered had already been agreed when we were consulted on 23/1215/VOC, 
(a seemingly pointless consultation over the proposed revisions to the previously approved 
drawings, as the revisions were necessitated by changes to the design already approved in a series 
of non-material amendments (NMAs).) 

We had hoped that a new application for full planning permission might reveal an inspirational 
brand new development proposal for this very important and sensitive site, not just for St James, but
for the City Centre.  However, we were further dismayed when even cursory scrutiny of the 
documents regrettably confirmed that this is a further attempt by the applicant to keep pushing the 
boundaries of the originally consented application on this site, the sole purpose, it would seem, to 
squeeze in as many student beds as possible, throwing out of the window the clear rationale guiding
those with professional expertise in their quest for quality and appropriateness of design and uses 
that was evident in the development of the proposal finally approved in 2018 and again in 2021. 
(See the Design and Access Statements (DAS) versions 1 and 2, and finally v 2 with addendum, 
under documents for 17/0750/FUL)

As a new application for full planning permission, independent of 20/1769/FUL, we expect it to be 
judged anew on its own merits / failings, and in particular not taking as an acceptable baseline the 
very significant changes to that previously consented proposal, that regrettably and bafflingly, in our
view, were approved without consultation as NMAs.
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It is our considered view that this proposal fails to meet a number of Development Plan policies. 
Although on the edge of the City Centre, the site is located within St James Neighbourhood Area, 
and hence, as you will be aware, Exeter St James Neighbourhood Plan (NP) is not only relevant, but
is currently the most up to date of Exeter’s Development Plan policy documents against which the 
proposal must be assessed alongside the Local Plan and Core Strategy. 

Consideration of appropriate use – the new proposal falls short

In line with the expert views expressed in 2017/8 by architects, Devon Design Review Panel and 
the LPA, we continue to believe that appropriately mixed residential and commercial use is 
appropriate on this site. 

The description of the current proposal acknowledges that this is essentially a PBSA, no longer 
including the term ‘mixed-use’. The inclusion of a cafe at one end of the ground floor, of such small
scale that is at odds with its location adjacent to he expansive ground floor windows of John Lewis, 
appears entirely tokenistic and unacceptable. The impression is that the developer has been 
determined to minimise the volume of commercial use as far as they hope to get away with.    

As for the residential use, we suggest that it is time to reconsider the type of accommodation that is 
appropriate at this location. Is PBSA still considered appropriate? We argue that it is not. 

Both aspects warrant further exploration.

Commercial ground floor use – the new proposal takes an unacceptably tokenistic approach to the
established view that a mixed-use development is appropriate on the site.  

As the proposal for application 17/0769/FUL was developed, revised and finally approved, great 
emphasis was placed by all parties including the public on the careful planning of an active and 
penetrative frontage on the ground floor, with scale and proportions reflecting the differing 
commercial premises adjacent to the northern and southern ends. At street level passers-by would 
be largely unaware of the accommodation above, conscious instead of the carefully-scaled 
continuation, from North and South, of the offering of restaurant / retail premises drawing in the 
public gaze and footfall. 

The ground floor use approved in 2018 and again in 2020, included two spacious commercial units 
with a total of 180 sq m floor space and the possibility of an additional mezzanine floor in the 
restaurant / bar at the southern end, abutting John Lewis. 

Such was the importance ascribed to this extensive ground floor use, the only non-commercial 
feature along the frontage being the suitably proportioned entrance to the residential 
accommodation above, that at Planning Committee on 2 October 2017 when 17/0750/FUL was first
presented to Members as an agenda item, the Minutes record that:

A Member also referred to the retail and pub element proposed for the ground floor which it 
was considered was very important to provide interest along this part of the street and stated
that a reassurance was required from the developer that there remained a commitment to 
providing this element.

And in response: 
‘The City Development Manager advised that any application to change the use of the 
ground floor away from retail/commercial would come back to this Committee.’.  



Planning Committee Members have not yet had opportunity to consider such changes. 

In our view, the current proposal for ground floor use and frontage is hugely retrograde when 
compared with that approved in 2018 / 2021 which was widely praised. The reduction of the 
commercial use to a small, uninspiring cafe, is tokenistic and unacceptable in this location.  

Residential use above ground floor level

The NP considers the role of St James as part of Exeter and concludes St James should have a 
distinct character identity and role. The predominantly residential nature of the ward means that it 
best placed to develop as a great place to live in a sustainable location adjacent to jobs, services 
and education. As Exeter grows the importance of a variety of good quality homes close to the City 
Centre will become increasingly important to its cultural life and sustainability. 

The Plan acknowledges that due to its proximity to the University student residents will always be a 
key part of the community of St James and will help to give it its distinct character and vitality. The 
ward will continue to be an attractive place for students to live as a valued and integrated part of a 
balanced and sustainable community. 

This reference to student residents as ‘a valued and integrated part of a balanced and sustainable 
community’ is of key significance. 

It is accepted by the LPA that St James as a whole is the most severely imbalanced community in 
the City with well over 50% (and increasing) of all residents being transient students. It is also 
accepted that the return of student HMOs to family dwellings, as had been argued would be the 
positive result of an increased supply of PBSA, has not occurred in St James. Our neighbourhood 
has seen PBSA springing up on virtually every potential development site, dramatically worsening 
the community’s demographic imbalance with negative impacts for all.

While the NP suggests locations such as Sidwell Street that are not strongly characterised as 
residential in contrast to the majority of streets in the neighbourhood, might be those where, for 
example, larger leisure buildings and shops and purpose built student accommodation could 
potentially be accommodated, the underpinning vision of the NP seeking ‘to ensure that St. James 
is a vibrant neighbourhood with a balanced and diverse community’  (5.1) must always be 
considered. 

Local Plan Housing policies also emphasise that housing should meet the needs of all, including 
students, but nowhere does it state that provision for one needy group should always take 
precedence over others. There has been, and remains, a desperate need for housing by various 
groups, but all too often it is the needs of students that are prioritised by developers. 

It is inevitable that the greater profitability of PBSA over other housing types, will encourage most 
developers to submit applications such as this. Local Plan Policy H5(b) supports the development of
student housing, or housing for any other specific grouping, however, this is provided that:

The proposal will not create an over concentration of the use in any one area of the city 
which would change the character of the neighbourhood or create an imbalance in the local
community.

Since the permission was granted to 17/0750/FUL and 20/1769/FUL more student accommodation 
has been consented and / or is being or has been built, including Beaufort House, adding to Portland



House, Isca Lofts, along Sidwell Street etc as well as the numerous student HMOs in Longbrook 
Street.

This proposal for 108 bed PBSA would, in our view, now create an over-concentration of student 
accommodation in this area of the city, which would without doubt worsen the existing community 
imbalance and hence would be non-compliant with LP H5(b).

We wonder whether accurate occupancy rates of existing PBSA and Co-living (The Gorge is 
advertised as student accommodation) are known, and whether they are at capacity? Similarly, we 
wonder how much student accommodation (including co-living) has been consented and part built –
as Beaufort House – or consented but the development not yet commenced – as for the former 
Maximum Motors site in Howell Road, both in St James. We hear that universities are struggling to 
attract as many students, particularly international students from China. All these factors should 
surely be given urgent consideration before more PBSA applications are approved. If this 
development were completed, how dire for the City Centre it would be if it should prove a white 
elephant.

If the LPA agrees with us that there already exists an over-concentration of student accommodation 
in this vicinity, please use LP H5b) as it was designed to be used. We look forward to further 
genuinely mixed-use proposals with commercial (on ground floor) and residential flats above that 
meet the undeniable demand from people living and working in the city and looking for a good 
quality home in which to settle.

Design Concerns

The application description might seem to suggest that the total building is of eight storeys, instead 
of the nine including the ground floor. It also suggests that the PBSA element is only over eight 
levels, whereas all nine floors are clearly devoted (apart from a small cafe on the ground floor), to 
the student accommodation use. 

Highly pertinent history behind the original planning permission of 17/0750/FUL

This is significant because the revised proposal as finally approved was the result of the extended 
engagement of the Principal Planning Officer | City Development, over this application with the 
architect, Devon Design Review Panel, Exeter St James Forum and Exeter Civic Society, ensuring 
the extended involvement of these bodies, as well as genuine consideration of responses of local 
residents to the consultation, and the approval depended on assurances given to assuage the 
concerns of Planning Committee Members.

A number of the changes that have since been approved as non-material amendments, and the 
further changes proposed in this new application for full permission, fly in the face of what was 
deemed acceptable when 17/0750/FUL was approved, and renewed as 20/1769/FUL.

When submitted in May 2017 the proposal was for 124 bed student accommodation of 7, 8 and 9 
floors above the ground floor with a total 180 sq m of commercial space on the ground floor. ie 
entire building 8, 9 and 10 storeys including the ground floor.

The Officer’s Report to Planning Committee explains that this height was deemed unacceptable. 
(NB The plans show that the storeys mentioned in the Report referred to the student 
accommodation above the ground floor.)  



The original planning application proposed a total of 124 bedrooms within a building of 
seven, eight and nine storeys but following concerned raised by Members, public comments 
and the case officer the scheme has been revised.  ...

The first revision was submitted in August 2023 
The proposed building would be 6 storeys where it abuts 34 Longbrook Street with a height 
of 18.6 metres, which is the same as previously approved under the extant planning 
application 15/0645/03. The building increases in height to 23.6 metres above the student 
entrance and this height is maintained until it meets the John Lewis building. The building 
would be set approximately 1 metre below the John Lewis ‘podium’ which aligns with their 
café area. The total height of the proposed building would be a maximum height of 26 metre 
incorporating the roof top communal lounge and plant room, although this is set back from 
the front of the building by 2 metres at its closest point. 

I draw your attention to the proposed elevations of May 2017 that were deemed unacceptable by the
Principal Planning Officer in 2017, the revised elevations that were subsequently approved under 
application 17/0750/FUL, and again under application 20/1769/FUL, and those now submitted. 
Similar comparison of the footprints of the various floor levels and the block views, reveal even to 
the amateur eye, how unacceptable the current proposal is in terms of height, scale, massing and 
form.

It is very disappointing that this, the third full planning application for the combined site, should 
offer such a retrograde design proposal, considerably less appropriate even than that which the 
developer was required by the LPA to revise significantly prior to the eventual determination of 
17/0750/FUL.

This would be unacceptable anywhere, but should be dismissed as particularly unsuitable in the 
sensitive context of its important location. 

Comparison of the western elevations shows why from a design perspective the current ground 
floor proposal is so unacceptable. The whole building is no longer ‘grounded’ by the careful design 
features of the ground floor (as explained in the 17/0750/FUL documents) and instead of a virtually 
entire expanse across this elevation of clear windows genuinely offering an active and penetrative 
frontage, this is lacking in the proposal with its presumably semi-opaque windows to afford 
students some privacy within the area designated for their study, socialising or relaxation, and doors
to a plant room and cycle store not desirable features at the front of any property, but completely 
inappropriate in this important location.

In the preamble to its Design policies the NP makes the point that, ‘Improving the quality of shop 
and commercial frontages, including signage, would have a positive impact upon the appearance 
and general character of several key parts of St James’. 

The Neighbourhood Plan supports ECC’s Core Strategy objective to achieve excellence in design. 
For St James this means reflecting local character and historic interest while also encouraging 
innovative design to create sustainable buildings and spaces. A rich variety of architectural styles 
creates individuality to a number of different streets across the ward. New development will be 
expected to contribute to this variety but also respect the scale and rhythm of streets.

NP Design Policy D1 states (my emphases):

Good quality design 



All new development within St James must demonstrate good quality design. This means 
responding to and integrating with local surroundings and landscape context as well as 
the existing built environment. 

In St James good design means: 
a) achieving high quality design that respects the scale and character of existing and 
surrounding buildings; …

Good design should provide sufficient external amenity space, refuse and recycling storage
and car and bicycle parking to ensure a high quality and well managed streetscape. 
Planning permission will not be granted for development of poor design that fails to take 
the opportunities available for improving local character and quality of an area and the 
way it functions. 

Furthermore, NP Heritage policy H1 places even greater need to demand good design, as the 
proposed development would be seen as a backdrop to the Longbrook Conservation Area. The 
preamble and policy wording states:

The best way to ensure heritage is protected is through good design as required by Policy 
D1, in particular with regard to build scale, form, massing, setback and materials. 

H1: Heritage Development affecting heritage assets within St James must pay special 
regard to the need to conserve and enhance their settings and any special architectural or 
historic features of significance. 

Clause c) of NP Policy C2: Large Scale Purpose Built Student Accommodation states:

Large scale purpose built student accommodation will be permitted in areas where it can be 
properly integrated into the urban area. This means locations: ... c) where the scale and 
massing of any purpose built accommodation proposed would be broadly similar to that of 
surrounding buildings. 

The scale and massing of the proposed PBSA is most certainly not broadly similar to that of the 
Longbrook Street to which it would be abut and has disregarded the attempts made in 2017 to scale 
back the proposal overall, and particularly on the northern third of the site, to show some respect for
the proposal as it forms a backdrop for the Longbrook Conservation Area.

This application fails to meet the high quality of design required and hence permission should not 
be granted on these grounds alone.

Amenity for student occupants

This is a serious concern. We suggest that the amenity offered is unacceptably poor. The application
form claims the proposed housing is for social, affordable or intermediate rent. Quite what this 
means for PBSA is unknown, but as the amenity provided does not seek to emulate many other 
blocks, and hopefully would therefore be more affordable, all students should be able to enjoy an 
acceptable quality of provision to feel comfortable in their term time homes.  

• The photo exemplifying a studio room reveals how cramped the accommodation is. No 
room for a chair except a desk chair; no second chair for a guest. 



• The communal space fails to satisfactorily compensate for this. The space on the eighth 
floor (storey 9) shows two dining tables each to seat six, five easy chairs and 7 appliances / 
sink units / cupboards in the communal kitchen area. This is not sufficient for 108 students, 
let alone any guests.

The ground floor space is shown as empty, and as it also serves as the reception area, 
manned presumably by the 24 hour management staff, whilst being on view to passers-by in 
the street, this doesn’t seem to lend itself as a suitable place to study, socialise or relax. Even
so, the total internal communal social space seems grossly inadequate for students who 
would surely long to get out of their cramped studios when not studying, to socialise. 

• The roof garden is no longer featured, removing all outside amenity space.

• At 12.37 sq.m, the laundry on the first floor (storey 2) has room for very few appliances – 
insufficient for 108 residents.

• Each studio is en-suite, but there is no other WC provision throughout the building, even for 
the office / reception / management staff. It is anticipated that 24 hr management staff would
be a requirement of an approved management plan. What amenity provision would be 
expected for them?

•  A welcome inclusion are the wheelchair accessible studios, but that as as far as 
consideration for mobility-impaired students. There is no provision of wider disability cycle 
storage racks nor any disabled car parking.

• The reason given for providing only 25 cycle storage racks instead of the minimum of 67 
required by local policy for the proposed number of residents (with additional secure stands 
available for visitors), is that the University’s data shows that only 4% of its students cycle 
between their residence and campus. This ignores the fact that many may already wish to 
cycle at other times, and also that it is a long term goal to increase this mode of travel.

• Similarly, simply calling the development car-free, overlooks the uncomfortable truth that 
despite being discouraged, many students continue to bring cars to the city, and with many 
unable to legitimately obtain a resident’s parking permit, an ever-widening area of streets are
threatened with the introduction of resident’s parking zones to help prevent the parking of 
cars, sometimes left from term start to term end.  

 
Further concerns that arise from the studio arrangements and lack of outside amenity space.

• With the uncertainty over future demand for PBSA, the future-proofing of the proposal 
approved in 2018/2021, was welcomed and, at the time, seen as an important innovation in 
Exeter’s PBSA developments. As shown in the relevant DAS (17/0750/FUL), easy 
conversion to residential flats was described as a feature of the design. This potential is 
sadly not built in at this stage for the current proposal.

• St James has been impacted in many ways by our student residents, in part by their transient 
residency during their studies, which understandably means they have no need to put down 
roots and be keen to enter into community life. But mainly it is the dominance of their 
demographic which inevitably impacts the commercial offerings in the neighbourhood. 



Many students enjoy relaxing or studying in Queen’s Crescent Garden (QCG) when the 
weather is encouraging, and whilst they are welcomed, the expectation by ECC play officer 
that a contribution from the developer towards ECC managed green spaces, all but 
Rougemont Gardens situated further from the top of Longbrook Street than QCG, is a bit 
galling when the Trust is self-reliant for raising funds for the ongoing regeneration of the 
Garden and on community volunteers to maintain it. The Garden could also provide for the 
biodiversity net gain, and should not be overlooked as a public green space by the LPA 
because ECC has passed all responsibility to the Trust on a 125 year lease.

Conclusion

The Trust is disappointed that this application does not propose a development worthy of this very 
prime location. It fails to comply with Exeter’s Development Plan including, as has been pointed 
out, Local Plan H5b; NP D1a), H1, C2c). The Trust looks forward to this application being taken to 
Planning Committee, and hope that the recommendation from Officers will agree with ours, that 
this application be refused.

Robyn Connett

Chair Exeter St James Community Trust

29 April 2025


