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Mr Howard Smith Direct Dial: 07887788378  
Exeter City Council - City Development    
Civic Centre Our ref: P01594749  
Paris Street    
Exeter    
Devon    
EX1 1NN 23 July 2025  

Dear Mr Smith
 
T&CP (Development Management Procedure) (England) Order 2015
& Planning (Listed Buildings & Conservation Areas) Regulations 1990
 
MARY ARCHES STREET CAR PARK, MARY ARCHES STREET, EXETER, EX4
3AZ
Application No. 25/0781/FUL
 
Thank you for your letter of 3 July 2025 regarding the above application for planning
permission. On the basis of the information available to date, we offer the following
advice to assist your authority in determining the application.
 
Summary
The Mary Arches site is a crucial element of Exeter's cityscape, with major problems
and great potential for improvement. The proposals have a number of major design
flaws. Good design is at the heart of local and national planning policy. A major
redesign is required so that the site can take the opportunities available for improving
the character and quality of the area.
 
Historic England Advice
 

Significance

The Mary Arches car park site is a significant chunk of central Exeter. The essential

character of the walled city is best grasped in a glance by looking at the Hedgeland

model of the city in RAMM. A Roman wall encloses a very rough rectangle, divided

into four by a cruciform layout of main streets. North Street is one of these main

streets. Further Saxon streets run off these main streets at right angles, and Mary

Arches Street is one of these. The urban blocks formed by this street network were

generally completely built up, with the main exceptions being Cathedral Close and

Rougemont Castle. A network of tiny alleys gave access to a warren of 3-4 storey

buildings which were generally built on very small plots, with the main facades fronting

directly onto the street. The towers of churches rose above the broad mass of



  

 

 

1ST FLOOR FERMENTATION NORTH  FINZELS REACH  HAW KINS LANE  BRISTOL  BS1 6JQ

Telephone 0117 975 1308
HistoricEngland.org.uk

 

 

Historic England is subject to both the Freedom of Information Act (2000) and Environmental Information Regulations (2004). Any
Information held by the organisation can be requested for release under this legislation.

buildings. Intricacy is fundamental to the walled city’s character, as with many

medieval cities. At a rough estimate the development site contained perhaps a

hundred separate buildings in the late C19, many of which would have been further

subdivided.

The twentieth century was disastrous for the character of this area. There was quite

heavy bomb damage in the Second W orld W ar to the north-eastern side of Mary

Arches Street. In the 1960s the whole of the north-eastern side, apart from St Mary

Arches church and the synagogue, was demolished, and the street widened. The site

of the Mary Arches car park was also cleared, the street widened and the car park

built. The scale and massing of the car park are an alien intrusion on the grain of

historic Exeter, doing huge damage to the townscape. Crossing the Iron Bridge

through the site of the North Gate, it is hard to imagine that one is entering one of the

great historic cities of England. Mary Arches Street itself retains a couple of listed

buildings, but as the Central conservation area appraisal states, “visually, the east side

is a disaster. It has little enclosure, consisting mainly of the open car park, dominated

by views of the multi-storey car park, the back of the Mecca Bingo and the bulky rear

of the BHS store.”

Impact

Complete clearance of the site is proposed. It would be redeveloped with two large

interlinked buildings of co-living flats, one of seven storeys facing Bartholomew Street

and North Street, and one of five storeys facing Mary Arches Street. I will discuss the

two buildings separately, given that they face different streets and present different

townscape issues.

In terms of Building B, its impacts are largely on Mary Arches Street. It is disappointing

that the opportunity does not seem to have been taken to consider narrowing Mary

Arches Street, given that the closure of the car park will lead to a considerable

reduction in traffic. Its historic character for over 1,000 years until the 1960s was as a

narrow cobbled lane. If it were restored to this condition, there would be a

considerable heritage benefit, and further land would be available for development.

However, setting this aside for a moment, the decision of the architects to set the

building back from the existing street line of Mary Arches Street and from Mitre Lane is

the wrong one. The character of the area demands building to the street line, and

particularly in the case of Mary Arches Street, following the curve of the street.

Five storeys are proposed facing Mary Arches Street. The existing buildings on the

street are 2 ½ to 3 ½ storeys high, and five storeys feels excessive here. Three
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storeys plus one attic storey would be acceptable.

Part of the Mary Arches Street elevation is five full storeys, whereas for the other part

the top storey is dressed as a false mansard. There is no obvious logic behind this

differentiation.

It has been decided to leave an area free of development as a pocket park, between

Mary Arches Street and Synagogue Lane and the back of the Mecca cinema. This is a

mistake; continuous street frontage is essential to the character of Synagogue Lane

and Mary Arches Street, and the back elevation of the Mecca cinema is extremely

unattractive, because it was never designed to be visible.

None of the street elevations on Mitre Lane or Mary Arches Street would even have an

entrance to the complex - there will be no active frontages. This will have a deadening

effect on the street - long elevations that could and should be stuffed with cafes,

shops, workshops, front doors and life would be mute.

A path through the complex from Mary Arches Street to North Street has been left.

This is good in principle, but it is unfortunated that the opportunity has not been taken

to route a path through to North Street via Mitre Lane, which would give it a useful

function as something other than a place to turn cars.

Turning to Building A, it is proposed that the floor levels are the same throughout this

large building, clearly making it easier to design and build. Given the change in

pavement elevation of nearly five metres over the street-facing elevations, however,

this has lamentable consequences for the way in which the building will hit the ground.

For all of the Bartholomew Street elevation and much of the North Street elevation,

ground floor level will be several metres above street level, with the difference being

made up by a retaining wall, planting and perforated metal panels. As a necessary

consequence, there are no active frontages in the street elevations at all, with the sole

exception of the main entrance to the complex. Designed differently, the ground floor

of this complex could accommodate a dozen different street-facing businesses, each

adding life and colour to the street and the city. This design choice also means that the

building is effectively seven storeys high on the Bartholomew Street frontage, 1-2

storeys higher than the guidelines in the Exeter Heights & Density Study for this part of

the site.

The Bartholomew Street East elevation and to a lesser extent the North Street

elevation are both recessed well behind the street line (presumably to reuse the car
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park foundations?). This is not consistent with the character of the area, and is a waste

of scarce developable land in the city centre. It also leaves the flank elevation of 15

Bartholomew Lane, never intended to be exposed, visible like a beached whale. Both

at Bartholomew Lane and North Street it is important that the development continues

the street line of the neighbouring buildings rather than breaking it.

The existing scale of the car park is already uncomfortably cliff-like in the context of

the surrounding historic buildings, particularly when viewed from Iron Bridge. The

proposed height increase would result in a degree of harm to the conservation area,

increasing the uncomfortable disparity of scale between the neighbouring historic

buildings and the new development. A degree of harm would also be caused to

various listed buildings, due to harm to their setting. 

A further problem, separate to its absolute height, is the failure of the building to

respect the topography by stepping down the slope of North Street, both at roof level

and at ground level. Verified view six shows how uncomfortable this is. Much more

needs to be done to resolve this design problem.

More also needs to be done to resolve the colossal difference in grain between the

historic buildings on the east side of North Street and the new building, probably by

articulating the new building further. More articulation would also be helpful in breaking

down the huge mass of the Bartholomew Street elevation.

The decision to mark what is both a prominent corner and the historic entrance to the

city by giving emphasis to the corner portion of the building is understandable.

However, the bulkiness of the corner section means that it doesn’t have enough

verticality for this to work. The lack of a height difference between the corner section

and the rest of the building further undermines this, as does the lack of active

frontages and entrances in the corner.

The corner section is differentiated by not having the mansard roof with dormers of the

rest of the elevations. The mansard roofs are fatally undermined by being  vertical. In

order to be work visually they need to have depth, which requires them being angled

back at a significant angle. In their current form they have an unconvincing, two-

dimensional quality. The appearance of the return mansard elevations of the roof

section on North Street is particularly unconvincing, as if they were the tops of lift

shafts rather than mansard roofs (see views 6 & 7). The same is true of the mansard

for Building B, which looks unsatisfactory for the same reasons, visible clearly in views

8 & 10.
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The detailing of the brickwork could do with further refinement. For example, the brick

‘picture frames’ round the lower windows and metal screens of the corner section are

an odd way to use brick, and many other examples could be picked out.

Careful foundation design may be helpful to limit archaeological impacts. This would

need to be considered as soon as possible and certainly throughout the design

process. There may be opportunities to combine geotechnical work and

geoarchaeological borehole survey and deposit modelling to reduce costs and better

target archaeological evaluation, as well as to support sensitive design.

Policy

Some relevant extracts from the Draft Exeter Plan are given below in italics:

Policy D1: Design principles (Strategic policy) 

To promote high quality design and placemaking, development proposals will be

supported where they: a. Create high quality, distinctive places through the provision

of a compatible mix of uses; c. Provide a layout and built form that makes efficient use

of the site and complements the surrounding area and buildings through appropriate

densities, massing and building heights; d. Are sympathetic to local character,

distinctiveness and identity; e. Respect the historic environment and retain and

refurbish existing buildings of high townscape and historic value, enhancing their

setting wherever possible; f. Reinstate former street patterns; i. Include high quality

architectural composition, detailing and materials which reflect local distinctiveness; 

HH1: Conserving and enhancing heritage assets (Strategic policy) 

Exeter’s iconic and ancient heritage will continue to make an essential contribution to

the liveability, culture, economy and tourism offer of the city. Development proposals

will be required to conserve and where appropriate enhance Exeter’s rich heritage and

to ensure that development makes a positive contribution to the historic environment

and the cultural offering and identity of the city. All large scale development proposals

will be required to improve access to, and interpretation of, the historic environment.

Development proposals that affect designated heritage assets and/or their settings will

only be supported when they conserve and, where appropriate, enhance or reveal, the

significance of the asset in the form of fabric, settings, character or appearance, and

any features of special architectural, historic or archaeological interest. Development

proposals that would result in substantial harm to, or loss of, a designated heritage

asset, including Listed Buildings, will not be permitted unless there is clear and
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demonstrable justification that they are necessary to achieve substantial public

benefits that outweigh the harm or loss. W here development proposals would result in

less than substantial harm to the significance of a designated heritage asset, the

public benefits must demonstrably justify and outweigh the harm. Development

proposals that would result in substantial harm to the significance of a non-designated

heritage asset, including those on the List Of Buildings of Local Importance, will only

be supported if the public benefits clearly outweigh the harm. Development proposals

that would result in harm to heritage assets will be required to be accompanied by an

appropriate mitigation strategy agreed upon by the City Council.

Liveable Exeter Principles

· Development proposals which make the best use of brownfield land and build at

optimal densities. All developments should look to optimise their development

footprint, accommodating access, servicing and parking in the most efficient

ways possible;

· New development that contributes positively to an area’s character and identity,

creating or reinforcing local distinctiveness;

· New development that supports a thriving city centre and district and local

centres, ensuring that for local trips, active travel becomes the most convenient

19 option, and for longer trips, public transport becomes more viable. People-

friendly, human-scale streets should be a joy to walk and wheel along and

incorporate high quality design, materials, improved air quality and overlooking

from surrounding buildings;

· Developments that adopt innovative approaches to mixing land uses and

delivering a high quality public realm. W here possible, different land uses

should be combined, with residential above businesses and community uses

commonplace; and

· High quality buildings which support the health and wellbeing of their occupants

and are responsive to the changing way we live, work and spend our leisure

time. Public spaces and private communal areas will be safe, accessible,

inviting and well used, without the fear of crime. Individual homes should

provide sufficient comfort, natural light, privacy and quiet.

Position

It is acknowledged that the existing condition of the site, with open ground and an

insensitive and overbearing multi-storey car park, detracts greatly from the setting of

numerous listed buildings and from the conservation area. Redevelopment is welcome

in principle, and the site has potential to accommodate a significant amount of

accommodation and to enhance the character of the conservation area. This site could
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be an exemplar for the redevelopment of brownfield sites in a very sensitive historic

context.

 

For the many reasons set out in the Impact section above, the proposals fail to rise to

this challenge. The proposed building is too high, which would cause further harm to

the conservation area and the setting of a number of listed buildings. But this is only

one of a number of fundamental flaws. A major redesign is required. Historic England

would be happy to provide further advice over this. W e have experience of advising on

comparable sites where similar issues have been successfully solved.

Paragraph 13.10 of the Draft Exeter Plan sets out Exeter’s design principles with

admirable clarity: “Policy D1 sets clear design principles for development and

parameters to guide decisions so that planning permission is not granted for

development of poor design that fails to take the opportunities available for improving

the character and quality of an area and the way it functions.”  The fate of this site and

this scheme will be a good test of what the quoted words mean.

Recommendation
Historic England has concerns regarding the application on heritage grounds.
 
W e consider that the issues and safeguards outlined in our advice need to be
addressed in order for the application to meet the requirements of paragraphs 8, 135,
139, 210 and 215 of the NPPF.
 
Your authority should take these representations into account and seek amendments,
safeguards or further information as set out in our advice. If there are any material
changes to the proposals, or you would like further advice, please contact us.
 
Yours sincerely

Christopher Costelloe
Development Advice Team Leader
E-mail: christopher.costelloe@ historicengland.org.uk
 
cc:


