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Tall buildings debate 
 
From a talk by Jeremy Mustoe, Brighton Society 
chairman, at a debate on Tall Buildings organised 
by the Regency Society in October 2016  

 
Three points about tall buildings - 
 
First point 
One tall building may be acceptable – but if 
approved it generates a rash of similar 
applications and before you know it you’ve got a 
conglomeration of tall buildings. Difficult to stop – 
but as any smoker will tell you, the best way to 
stop is not to start in the first place. 
 
Second point 
Conglomerations of tall buildings can overpower 
the landscape, block views, overshadow important 
public amenities, streets and parks, and have a 
detrimental effect on Conservation Areas and 
other historical assets. 
  
Third point 
I am convinced that tall buildings are generally not 
the best answer to creating high density housing. 
 
High density does not equal high rise - high 
density low rise is a better alternative.   
 
Research at Cambridge when I was an 
architecture student looked at how geometrical 
forms could help with the most efficient use of 
land, in the design of new communities, to avoid 
urban sprawl, in the design of open spaces and 
the design of buildings.  It promoted low rise 
against high rise – bringing people back down to 
earth, so to speak. 
 

 
 
Councils then were tearing down high density 
terraced houses and decanting the occupants into 
new tower blocks on desolate estates. However 
there were already concerns about whether tower 
blocks were the right solution and whether they 
provided suitable accommodation in which people 
and communities could live and thrive. Many have 
now been demolished, which speaks for itself.  
 
First example - theoretical 
Below is a tall building – a very tall building, 60 
storeys high. The floor plan at each level is similar 
to one of the three towers in the current proposal 
for Anston House – about 240 sq.m.  The height 
would be 180m – six storeys higher than the i360, 
providing about 180 flats. 
 
Beside it is exactly the same amount of 
accommodation, the same density, the same  
number of flats - but at 4 storeys. 
 
 

 

You don’t need to build tall buildings to 
get high density. 

 
Puzzle: Which block contains more flats?



 
Second Example – Practical 
Three years ago, the first proposal for the Anston 
House site was for twin towers of 15 and 12 
storeys creating major over-shadowing of Preston 
Park. We carried out a feasibility study applying 
the Cambridge principles to see whether a low 
rise high density solution was possible. 
 

 
 
The result was 236 flats compared to 231 flats in 
the first Anston House proposal and 229 in the 
current one. It is based on two courtyards with: 
-  a 7-storey frontage to Preston Park to the east 
-  stepping up to 10 storeys in the centre of the 
site  
-  and steps down to 3 storey and 1 storey 
elements on the west adjacent to the Dyke Road 
Drive properties’ gardens. 
 

 
 
The density is 388 dwellings per hectare (dph), a 
very high figure, much more than the 2-storey 
terrace houses with small gardens in Hanover at 
203 dph. 
 

You don’t have to build tall buildings to 
achieve high densities. 
 
 

 
Some Additional Notes 
 
Housing needs and preferences 
In a recent national survey, 80% wanted to live in 
a house, 6% in a flat in a small block and just 3% 
in a large block. There should be plenty of 
freehold options, not just leaseholds with 
expensive service charges.  
 
The contribution of tall buildings is over-
hyped 
 
1 Because the number of flats on the top storeys 
of tall buildings - say above 10 storeys - is not 
that many as there would not be that many tall 
buildings. You might gain 100-200 new flats – 
high priced units with a view - not affordable! 
 
2 It’s better to increase the density for new sites. 
Tall buildings provide mostly 1-2 bedroom units 
with only a few at 3 bedrooms – and no gardens.   
 
3 Tall buildings tend to be badly designed, ugly 
and over-bearing. 
 
Are tall buildings suitable for living in? 
 
1 Research shows that people, particularly the 
elderly and single, rarely see their neighbours, 
and feel lonely and estranged – not only from 
people but from the bustle of street life outside.  
 
2 Wind speeds and traffic noise are higher at high 
levels as the effects are received from a much 
wider radius than low rise buildings. 
 
3 The Albion Hill blocks of flats do not house any 
more people than the Hanover type terrace 
housing they replaced and are now 
acknowledged as being unsuitable for children. 
 
Importance of buildings fitting within the lines 
defined by the landscape  
Views from the South Downs National Park which 
are already affected: 
 
-  above Saddlescombe Farm Council flats 
appear as prominent ugly blocks concealing the 
line of the shore;  the massive bulk of new Marina 
buildings conceal the curve of the coastline and 
cliffs behind; 
 
-  and from the Devils Dyke road where anything 
higher than the Council blocks west of Hove 
station would project into the sea zone beyond 
and hide the shoreline. Imagine the effect of a 
wall of tall buildings along Kingsway.                  






Selma and the Brighton Society 

At the end of October 2016 Selma told us that 
she felt she must resign as Secretary for health 
reasons. Happily, she is staying on the committee 
and she has assured us that she intends to keep 
on writing to the Argus whenever she feels the 
need. We are working hard on how to replace 
her, no easy task.  

When in 1973 Brighton Station was threatened 
with complete demolition, Selma and her then 
neighbour John Morley, who was Director of the 
Royal Pavilion, united to join the fight against the 
proposal. Initially they operated through the local 
Preston Society, and supported the “Save Our 
Station” campaign, but soon felt the need to set 
up an amenity society to deal with schemes and 
issues that affected the whole of Brighton and 
Hove. In April 1974 they established the Brighton 
Society, and Selma has been at its helm ever 
since. They were successful in getting the station 
listed Grade II, it was saved, and is now looking 
splendid – apart from the lack of trains.   

There were a few other amenity societies 
operating in those days, but the then chairman of 
the Regency Society refused to object to the 
demolition of the station on the grounds that it 
was “only Victorian”. Other groups had limited 
local interests. Selma and John were clear that 
the Brighton Society was to be an amenity, not a 
conservation, society, which would campaign and 
use the press.  It had wider terms of reference 
than the other groups, and covered areas which 
had no active societies of their own. This is still 
the case. 

 

Selma gets a gong 

In those early days Selma knew nothing of how 
local government or the planning process worked, 
and had to learn quickly on the job.  Her 
effectiveness has been evident – she was Chair 
of the Conservation Areas Advisory Group (now 
the Conservation Advisory Group) for twenty  

 

years after an initial battle to get a place on the 
group at all. There have been successes and 
failures along the way, but good schemes have 
been actively encouraged as well as bad ones 
opposed. She has been a tireless fighter for the 
improvement of the urban environment and in the 
Birthday Honours of June 2006 she was awarded 
a well-deserved MBE for services to urban 
conservation in Brighton and Hove. 

Her contribution to the City has been huge – and 
is not stopping yet! 

Read more about the early days and the Society’s 
track record over the years on the website:  

www.brighton-society.org.uk                        

 

 

Moshimo Restaurant 

 

The draft character statement for the Old Town 
Conservation Area refers to the “major civic 
focus” of Brighton’s listed Town Hall, and to 
Prince Albert Street’s “progression of sinuous 
curves with unfolding views punctuated by 
rounded street corners”. Both settings will suffer 
from Moshimo restaurant’s extension: a massive 
staircase tower in Bartholomew Square 
supporting a lengthy horizontal pavilion box, 
overpowering beautiful views east along Prince 
Albert Street towards, and at, the street’s mid-
point, as if this exquisite vista were insufficiently 
damaged already by the council offices’ rooftop 
plant room. It will impose a weird misalliance and 
represent an alarming precedent. 

http://www.brighton-society.org.uk/


Equally alarming is the manner in which the 
council’s approval was given: delegated to 
officers and suddenly announced by the planning 
committee chair, without reference to the 
committee. The action is defended by senior 
officers on the grounds that too few formal 
objections had been submitted to the second 
application and that national and local heritage 
officers had approved the revised designs 
(approval resting chiefly on their low opinion of 
the Square). The Conservation Advisory Group 
had strongly recommended refusal, but had not 
specifically requested that the application go 
before the planning committee (mistakenly 
assuming that it would). 

The committee’s opposition leader has expressed 
concerns at the announcement.  Lessons can be 
learned from this: local councillors, residents, 
amenity societies and the media will need to 
strive harder than ever to be alert in monitoring 
the exact operations of the planning processes.   

Nevertheless, quite apart from the time and effort 
required to maintain vigilance, questions of 
transparency and trust arise from this example. 
However happy some professionals and 
politicians may be with the second application, 
the original application had been refused, and 
major problems of bulk and intrusion obviously 
remained. It cannot have escaped their minds 
that the scheme risked widespread and lasting 
controversy, particularly as Historic England has 
recently added the Old Town Conservation Area  
to its list of CAs ‘at risk’ and a recently prepared 
Character Statement designed by the council to 
protect the Old Town CA was at the time out for 
public consultation. The decision not to take this 
application to committee demonstrates a lack of 
common sense by those responsible.  The 
decision itself prompted an immediate local front 
page headline – too late.                                          

 

The Rockery – Best in England! 

Preston Park Rockery has been named the best 
park in England as voted by YOU! 2016 award 
after a search by national charity Fields in Trust to 
find the country’s favourite local green space. A 
total of 214 nominations was received across the 
UK with over 10,000 votes cast. 

The Rockery is Britain's largest municipal rock 
garden. Although only two acres in size it is 
planted up with 400 tree whips and 25,000 
English bluebells, providing a haven for insects 
and birds. It is cared for by Brighton & Hove City  

 

council staff and a team of enthusiastic 
volunteers. 

Helen Griffiths, Fields in Trust Chief Executive, 
said: “The number of parks nominated this year 
and the votes cast across the competition show 
just how much the public cherish their local green 
spaces.”

Indeed we do, and we must ensure they remain. 

 

 
Anston House  
 
The latest application for the Anston House site 
with three tower blocks of up to 15 storeys was 
approved in December.  We were extremely 
disappointed as it ignores many critical planning 
policies and sets a precedent for similar high rise 
buildings across the city. 
 
We submitted a twelve page objection to the 
application emphasising that it did not comply 
with planning policies that were the reason for 
rejecting the previous application.  We pointed out 
that a low rise, high density, development was 
entirely possible.  And we provided an 
overshadowing analysis showing that the Rose 
Garden and adjacent areas of Preston Park 
would be in shadow for 6 months of the year.  Our 
objections were not mentioned at the committee 
meeting. 
 
The local residents’ group presented a strong 
case for rejection because of over-development, 
overbearing presence in the surrounding area, 
and detrimental effect on the listed Preston Park 
and on the houses in Dyke Road Drive - all 
contrary to numerous planning policies.  In 
addition, the percentage of affordable housing 
was minimal and the amount of commercial 
space was inadequate. The previous application 
was rejected for similar reasons so logically this 
one should have been too. 
 



For such a crucial application we were expecting 
an intense level of discussion but many critical 
questions were never debated or even asked.  
And there were so many questions that should 
have been asked.  Why the massive 
overdevelopment of the site  - 230 flats, and 
towers twice the height of any nearby buildings? 
Why were the issues of scale, height, overbearing 
impact, important views, overshadowing and 
overlooking not discussed and why were the 
policies that cover these issues completely 
ignored?  How could it be acceptable for such 
high towers to be built up against small terraced 
housing?  Whatever happened to the planning 
policies that specify that developments have to be 
sympathetic to the local area? How could the 
committee meekly accept that 13% affordable 
housing was acceptable when 40% is the current 
requirement? 
 
To add insult to injury the spokesman for the 
Conservation Advisory Group, who is ex officio a 
member of the planning committee, was only 
called upon to speak after a majority of the 
councillors had confirmed that they were going to 
approve the application.  So much for any 
consideration of the conservation issues.  
Reasons given by councillors for it were: a liking 
of tall buildings; the site has been derelict for 
years so anything is better than nothing;  dislike 
of the design but something has to be built; we 
ought to be thankful for 13% affordable homes 
because it’s free.  Only two councillors voted 
against the application on planning policy issues. 
 

 
 
The result has driven massive holes into the 
planning policies. It will create a miserable 
environment for residents in the adjacent terraced 
housing, will dominate and overshadow Preston 
Park and will set a precedent for 15 storey tower 
blocks to become the norm.  And the acceptance 
of 13% affordable housing sets the bar so low 

that other developers will see this as what they 
will be able to get away with.                              
 

 

PLANNING APPLICATIONS: 
HOW TO COMMENT EFFECTIVELY 
 
Anyone can comment on any application, but by 
law the Council can take only certain matters into 
account.  Raising other issues is therefore a 
waste of time.  Make sure you understand what 
the application really is for, and quote the 
application number.  Full details are available on 
the council’s website: brighton-hove.gov.uk.  
 

What can be counted: 

- Whether the proposal complies with the 
council’s planning policies (i.e. the City Plan) 
- Whether the proposed use is suitable for the 
location 
- The appearance and size of new buildings 
(over-development, over-bearing bulk) 
- Whether adjoining residents will suffer 
overshadowing, overlooking or loss of privacy 
- Whether there will be an increase in noise and 
disturbance, eg from traffic but not the noise of 
the building process itself 
- Is there satisfactory access for disabled people? 
- Will new roadways and accesses be safe for 
pedestrians and other road users? 
- Whether the works are in keeping with a 
neighbouring listed building – and higher 
standards apply in Conservation Areas which are 
supposed to be “preserved and enhanced”. 

 
This simplified list is not exhaustive. More infor-
mation is available from the council and on line. 
 

What cannot be counted: 
 
-  Loss of a private view: loss of a view which 
would adversely affect the residential amenities of 
a whole area can be a valid ground.  
-  Loss of property value 
-  Boundary or other disputes between 
neighbours 
-  Loss of trade from competing businesses 
-  Private legal covenants 
-  The identity, motives or previous behaviour of 
the applicant 

 
The council will approve an application unless 
there are good planning reasons to refuse it. Be 
aware that a petition of hundreds of names will be 
considered as ONE representation.  Many copies 
of a standard letter are also of limited value.  Five 
objections are required to trigger an automatic 
referral to consideration by the full planning 



committee – the great majority of applications are 
(quite appropriately) approved by council officers 
under delegated powers.  So three letters of 
objection and a petition might not be enough.  
Personal letters are the most effective way of 
making a comment – and if you mean to object, 
make sure to use the word OBJECT or it may be 
taken as a mere comment.  Local councillors can 
be approached for support and to ask for an 
application to go to the full committee.  Objecting 
to an inappropriate major scheme takes a great 
deal of time, effort and watchfulness on the part 
of the public.                                                       

 

Sackville Hotel site 

At the end of November Hyde Housing held a 
public consultation to introduce its second 
proposal for the site following the withdrawal of its 
initial 17 storey tower block. 

The new design is 9 storeys high.  This is still far 
too high for its situation on Kingsway in the 
Sackville Gardens Conservation Area where all 
its neighbours for some distance to the east and 
west are generally a consistent height of about 
five storeys - see the photo below.  

 

 The Sackville Gardens CA is one of the few in the 
south-east which are on Historic England’s 
‘Heritage at risk’ list. The council’s own 
Conservation Strategy states: “The council is 
committed to reducing the number of 
conservation areas at risk in Brighton and Hove”. 
This makes it especially important that the 
Council recognises its duty to ensure that the 
Sackville Gardens CA receives special care in 
order to reduce and eventually lose its “at risk” 
status. 

We are disappointed with the appearance of 
the proposals.  We have talked to the 
architects and they appear to understand 
many of the essential visual characteristics of 
the existing buildings along that section of 

Kingsway to which a new building proposal 
should respond.  

But there is a disconnect between what they 
say and what is being proposed.  Instead of a 
building which could pick up important 
references from the neighbouring Victorian 
terraces – such as strong modelling, bay 
windows, proportion of solid to transparent 
elements, covered verandahs, pitched roofs 
with dormers etc., we are presented with a 
typically boxy, bland façade with minimalist 
glazed balconies which do not visually relate 
in scale or character to its neighbours either 
in Kingsway or in Sackville Gardens. 

Besides which, it is far too high within the 
context of the Conservation Area. 

We have written a long response to the 
public consultation in the hope that our 
comments will be taken into account in any 
further proposals. The latest news is that a 
lower building may be forthcoming.             

 

Plans for Stanmer Park afoot 

Why the white ribbons on some of the trees at  
Stanmer Park? 
 

 
 
Volunteers have used white ribbons to draw attention 
to trees that are under threat of removal. 

 
Brighton and Hove City council have made a  
successful bid for Heritage Lottery Funding to 
restore the Parkland to its18th century design, 
which includes plans to fell or move many trees. 
 
For further information on this and the other plans 
for the Park, see the Stanmer Preservation  
Society website at www.stanmer.org.uk          
 

http://www.stanmer.org.uk/
https://sites.google.com/site/stanmersps/news/whythewhiteribbonsonsomeofthetreesatstanmerpark/treeRibbon.JPG?attredirects=0


Volunteering and our Open Spaces 
 
A word which occurs increasingly often in the 
Council’s consideration of how to manage the 
City’s numerous open spaces is Volunteering.  
There are already many well established groups 
of volunteers in every part of the City doing their 
bit to help, and more may be required if these 
vital areas are to continue to be properly 
maintained.   
 
Friends of Hollingbury and Burstead Woods 
look after two areas of woodland off Ditchling 
Road near Hollingbury Golf Course. Their aim is 
for people to be able to enjoy the area and for 
wildlife to thrive, meeting once a month to carry 
out practical work in the woods, ranging from tree 
and hedge planting to path maintenance and litter 
clearance, under the guidance of a Brighton and 
Hove Park Ranger. 

The group has helped Brighton & Hove Council 
obtain official recognitions for paths through the 
woodland as formal Rights of Way, protecting 
them for future use. Local people were asked to 
confirm they had walked the paths for over 20 
years. They have created chalk banks at the top 
end of Hollingbury Park to encourage the growth 
of downland wildflowers which support some of 
the rarer downland butterflies and bees. 

 

By mid-summer the banks were a riot of gorgeous 
colours with red poppies, yellow corn marigolds, 
white ox-eye daisies and blue cornflowers. They 
have also planted a long hedge along the golf 
club access road; a smaller hedge along the 
southern boundary of Hollingbury Woods; and a 
“butterfly glade”, along with much general 
maintenance work.                                            
 
Further information: www.fhbw.org.uk 
or info@fhbw.org.uk or Membership Secretary, 
14 Harrington Villas, Brighton BN1 6RG 
 
 
 
 

 

 
SUBSCRIPTIONS 

 
are due on 1 April 2017 

 

Please ignore this notice if you pay by 
direct debit or have paid your subscription 

recently. 
 

New members who have paid during the first 
 3 months of 2017 will not need to pay again  

until 1 April 2018. 
 

The minimum subscription is 
 

£10.00 per household 
£15 per organisation. 

 
Please send your subscription to the Treasurer: 

Lyn Lynch-White, 4 The Village Barn 
Church Hill, Brighton BN1 8YU 

 
Paying by direct debit is often more convenient 

for members and is helpful for the Society. Forms 
can be obtained from the Treasurer. 

Please make cheques payable to  
The Brighton Society. 

 
Many thanks for your support. 

 

………………………………………………… 

THE BRIGHTON SOCIETY 

To: Lyn Lynch-White, 4 The Village Barn 
Church Hill, Brighton BN1 8YU 
 
 
Name.............................................................................. 

Address.......................................................................... 

....................................................................................... 
 
....................................................................................... 
 
Post code........................................................................ 
 
email address, please write clearly 
 
.......................................................................................  
 

New                                                 Renewal         

 
Cheque enclosed for £……………………………  

Please send direct debit form                                    

  

http://www.fhbw.org.uk/
mailto:info@fhbw.org.uk


 
Fun?  Art??  Urban Decay??? 
 
 



St George’s Mews 







Off Bond Street

Is this what we really want to see in our beautiful city? 





Gloucester Passage  





 

 

 

 

CONTRIBUTORS 

Jeremy Mustoe 

Malcolm Dawes 

Valerie Bolton 

Lyn Lynch-White 

Robert Edwards 

And with thanks to Alice Goldie 

 

 

Robert Edwards 

We feel the time has come 
when rampant graffiti all 

over the centre of the City, 
and spreading, must be 

controlled 



 


