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EXETER CITY WALL, SECTION BETWEEN NORTHERNHAY STREET AND PAUL STREET

CONSERVATION ASSESSMENT

SUMMARY RESULTS

BACKGROUND

The Harlequins Centre, which is situated on Paul Street in the centre of the city of Exeter, is currently subject to a 

proposed programme of reconstruction and development by Curlew Alternative Properties Ltd. Running along the 

north-western boundary of the site is a section of the Exeter City Wall, which was originally constructed during the 

Roman occupation. This section of the wall has been altered and reconstructed on many occasions including since the 

construction of the Harlequin Centre in the 1980s. During the consultation process for the proposed new development, 

Historic England have raised concerns about the condition of the wall and any possible effect on it which may occur as a 

result of the proposals.

Reports on the condition of this section of the wall, and possible approaches to mitigation, have been prepared by Tobit 

Curteis Associates (environment and conservation issues) Odgers Conservation Consultants (materials conservation 

issues) and Mann Williams (structural issues).i A summary of combined conclusions is given below. 

CONTEXT

The City Wall, which is in the guardianship of Exeter City Council is a scheduled monument and its protection and 

maintenance is a statutory requirement. Over the centuries, the wall has been subject to damage, demolition, 

reconstruction, deterioration, repair and neglect; all of these interventions are a matter of archaeological record. In 

recent times, the wall has been further amended and repaired. It is now generally in a fair condition but with significant 

issues that continue to contribute to its deterioration. 

MATERIAL CONDITIONS AND ENVIRONMENT

Factors affecting decay include the type of stone used in the construction, repairs carried out with inappropriate 

mortars and materials, the design of interventions such as capping and environmental factors. There is evidence of 

many patchwork programmes of repair and conservation and these have in some cases been counter-productive and 

led to deterioration of the fabric they were intended to protect. 

The principal environmental factor likely to be causing ongoing deterioration is liquid water in the form of direct and 

driven rain and below ground water from natural and formal drainage systems. Direct and driven rain will strike the 

upper part of the structure and penetrate through the deteriorated cement pointing and capping. The low porosity of 

the cementitious mortars combined with their poor condition will allow ingress but retard evaporation, allowing water 

to penetrate more deeply into the structure. 

The below ground water source will be affected by the current hard and soft landscaping as well as current drainage 

systems. This will penetrate the structure, most significantly on the south side where the ground level is up to 3m 

higher than on the north. 

The effect of both sources of water will be to wash out the fine components of the structure, thus reducing cohesion, 

and to activate hygroscopic salts. Although the latter is only in evidence in localised areas, there are additional 

problems associated with vegetation growth in the cracks that arise from the use of the hard cementitous mortars.
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It is likely that patterns of below ground water will be affected by the new structure due to the proposed landscaping 

and drainage. A reduction in water ingress to the wall structure is likely to be a conservation benefit while an increase 

would be the opposite.  

It is likely that patterns of direct and driven rain will also be affected by the new structure. However, there is no obvious 

indication that the effect would be to increase deterioration. 

The new structures will also affect solar gain and wind patterns which will influence the rate of evaporation, especially 

on the south side. This may speed or slow evaporation and therefore the rate of deterioration to some extent. 

However, it is likely that the effect will be far less significant than that of direct liquid water ingress. 

The use of CFD or similar modelling was considered as a tool for evaluating environmental impacts. However the 

complexity of the situation is such that while modelling might provide a general guide to changes, it is not clear that this 

would provide a practical understanding of whether the resulting conditions would be positive or negative on the 

conservation of the wall.

Recommendations

Given that the principal environmental risk is from liquid water penetration and resulting loss of cohesion, key 

mitigation measures should include: 

1)    Comprehensive repointing and repair of sections of the wall using lime mortars consistent with the original 

2)    Improving water run-off from the wall by replacing defective capping, installation of new areas of soft 

cappng and renewal of some of the existing soft capping  

3)    Effective soft and hard landscaping adjacent to the wall  

4)    Improvements to surface and below ground drainage to direct water away from the wall 

STRUCTURAL ISSUES

The most significant risk to the structure is likely to be during the period of construction of the new development. This 

may cause changes to the underlying conditions either from temporary drainage, surface protection or other factors. 

The wall currently sits in a (sometimes uneasy) equilibrium with its surroundings. Temporary change to those 

surroundings could lead to the instigation of new decay mechanisms. Mitigation measures must include therefore 

regular inspection and monitoring of the wall. 

The wall, viewed from the south side, appears to be in a reasonably stable structural equilibrium, with no major 

indications of ongoing movement. On the north side, only the section forming the boundary of Northernhay Street Car 

Park could be examined within the scope of this report. Here, sections of the wall have considerable bulging and 

outwards leaning areas. The potential for localised collapses is real. This has evidently been recognised by the City 

Council who have erected Heras fencing to block off parking spaces. They have also temporarily closed the public access 

through Maddocks Row. 

These sections of wall, already showing distress, would be particularly vulnerable to the construction process of the 

proposed development. The key factors leading to this increased risk would be vibration due to demolition, the 

construction of new groundworks and additional lateral surcharging of the wall by heavy plant and stockpiling of 

materials.
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Recommendations 

It is recommended that a mitigation strategy to avoid damage during the construction process be formulated and 

agreed with the City Council. The strategy would include: 

1) A detailed survey of the wall, with investigations into the sections showing distress.  

2) The possible erection of temporary protective shoring in these at risk areas. 

3) The agreement of an exclusion zone parallel to the wall beyond which no heavy construction plant should pass.  

To be incorporated into a Construction Management Plan. 

4) Setting up vibration monitors on the wall to help ensure vibrations caused by the construction process are 

kept within agreed limits. 
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