
  

 

 
 

 

 
 

Old College Building, Courtenay Road, Splott, Cardiff 

 

Owner’s response to CADW’s consultation. 
 

 

Introduction 

1. The Old College Buildings are owned by JR Smart Ltd (the company) one of South Wales’ 

leading property developers.  The company has been notified that the Deputy Minister for 

Culture Sport and Tourism (DM), contrary to the recommendations of his professional 

advisors, is minded to add the Old College Buildings to the list of buildings considered to 

be of special architectural or historic interest, under the provisions of section 1 of the 

Planning (Listed Buildings and Conservation Areas) Act 1990.       

2. The company, following the receipt of information
1
 provided by Welsh Government issued 

pursuant to a request under The Freedom of Information Act 2000, has a clearer 

understanding of the processes involved in arriving at the current stage reached.  However, 

there are still gaps in its knowledge and further enquiries are being made.  

3. Thus the response to consultation is made on the basis of the company’s current level of 

knowledge of matters and events. 

 

The application to list 

4. The application to spot list the building was submitted by Cardiff City Councillor Huw 

Thomas, one of three Splott ward councillors.  In his introduction to the application he 

referred to the planning application made by the company ‘to demolish the building in order 

to build 3 modern blocks of flats’. 

5. An equally brief description of the company’s proposals is included in the briefing provided 

by officials to the DM on 15 April 2015.  The company therefore considers it pertinent that 

the DM is made fully aware of the true nature of its proposals. 

6. The original planning application was deposited in December 2014, but in response to local 

objection and suggestions made by the City’s planning officers, the scheme was redesigned 

earlier this year and reduced in density from the originally proposed 36 units to 30.   

7. The development, as may be implied by Cllr Thomas, is not speculative, and the housing 

units not intended for the open market.  

8. Rather, the development is directed to the provision of ‘affordable housing’ (as defined by 

Welsh Government) to be provided and managed in partnership with a local housing 

association.  This provision is linked to a major regeneration project being undertaken by 

the company at Capital Quarter, being former derelict land adjoining the city centre.   One 

of the proposed projects, a tower block, generates a need for affordable housing, which is 

considered by City Council officers to be best provided in one of the City’s areas of greatest 

housing need. 
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9. In her response to the planning application the City Council’s Housing Strategy Enabling 

Officer stated that: 

‘Cardiff has a high housing need for affordable housing in this area of the City. Data 

available from the Council’s current housing waiting list (December 2014) indicates there 

are 3,904 households waiting for a property in the Splott area’. 

10. The company’s and the Council’s preferred partners for delivering the affordable housing is 

the Cardiff Community Housing Association (CCHA).  Its Development Director has 

written in the following terms: 

‘I write in support of the former College Building at Courtenay Road being developed for 

housing. The site is located within CCHA’s heartland area and is bound by traditional 

housing stock. The housing stock much of which CCHA owns and manages provides a 

strong sense of community of which the development at College Buildings could and should 

be a part of. 

The building as currently designed does not lend itself to refurbishment from an affordable 

housing perspective due to the requirements for lifetime homes as well as the design quality 

requirements. The cost of refurbishment will also be prohibitive to CCHA. 

Cardiff Council have an ever increasing waiting list of which there is a huge demand for     

1 bed apartments within the area. 

The development at Courtenay Road is fully supported by CCHA and we are keen to 

progress a scheme that delivers much needed affordable housing within this area’. 

11. The design of the schemes at Capital Quarter and Courtenay Road are finalized, and they 

were both due to be reported to the Council’s Planning Committee with an officer 

recommendation for approval.  The listing process has significantly delayed both schemes. 

The ‘affordable housing’ was to be delivered by means of an agreement secured under 

section 106 of The Town and Country Planning Act 1990. 

12. It is quite possible that Cllr Thomas, and his fellow ward councillors, was unaware of the 

underlying purpose of the company’s recent acquisition of the College Buildings when 

making and supporting the application for spot listing.  It is therefore considered important 

that the DM be appropriately briefed on the reason for the company’s scheme. 

13. Cllr Thomas says in his submission that the company’s proposals ‘have united the local 

community in opposition to the loss of this popular landmark building.’  This is not the 

case. The original submission drew 17 letters of objection from those living closest to the 

site, and the amended scheme attracted 5 local objectors.  There is nothing abnormal in this 

level of opposition to a medium sized redevelopment scheme in a residential area of 

Cardiff. 

14. It is fair to say that a petition was circulated in the locality, which may well have been 

organised by Cllr Thomas.  However, that petition is headed: 

We, being electors of the City of Cardiff, object to the scale and form of the proposed 

development of the College Buildings..’ 

15. No reference is made in the petition to any desire to retain or list the building – the specified 

concern is with the scale and form of the original proposals, factors addressed in the 

redesigned scheme. 
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16. There is no evidence that Cllr Thomas, in claiming to speak for the local community, has 

sought the views of those thousands of electors within his ward who are currently on the 

Council’s housing waiting list.  The company considers it certain that the vast majority of 

the thousands on the list would be only too pleased to be offered the hope of much needed 

affordable housing accommodation. 

 

CADW’s advice and process 

17. Planning Policy Wales (PPW) advises that Cadw has responsibility for protecting, 

conserving and promoting an appreciation of the historic environment of Wales.  Cadw 

carries out an assessment of all requests for spot-listing.  Judging from the documents 

released following the FOI request, CADW’s initial assessment was thorough and subject to 

discussion and debate between various parties within the organization before a 

recommendation was made.  

18. In the normal course of events CADW officials deal with applications for spot listing, but in 

this case the matter was referred upwards, and the company perceives political sensitivities 

to be the reason. 

19. In this respect the Splott Labour Party ward members have strong political connections at 

national level.  Cllr Thomas, who proposes the listing, stood as an MP to represent the party 

in the recent local elections.  Vaughan Gethin AM employs Cllr Marshall directly as a 

caseworker, and Cllr Stubbs is employed as a researcher by the National Assembly Labour 

Group.  

20. In the company’s FOI request one of the questions asked was: 

Information that shows how and by whom the Deputy Minister and Vaughan Gethin AM 

respectively were first made aware that a request for ‘spot listing’ the Old College 

Buildings had been made, or was to be made, by a member of the public. 

21. The question was not directly answered in the response, but the implied response, judging 

from the documentation, was that the DM did not become aware of the application to list 

until CADW’s briefing note dropped on his desk in April, and that the AM was not aware 

of the application before he was invited to attend the DM’s highly unusual site visit in May.  

The company would like further clarification on this matter.  

22. The company would be extremely concerned were the process of prospective listing was 

possibly tainted by political influences.  Cllr Huw Thomas continues to involve the four 

other local and national politicians in a recent tweet on the subject of listing
2
.  

23. The company considers CADW’s initial advice to the DM to be entirely appropriate, and it 

relies upon it, principally on the basis that the building has been fully assessed by the DM’s 

expert advisors in the light of the applicable published criteria, and it was concluded that the 

building did not meet the published criteria for listing. 

24.  The company has been informed that: 

‘Given that any decision to list this building may be finely balanced, following receipt of 

consultation responses, we propose to seek the views of an independent expert on all the 

available information’   and  ‘with regard to an independent expert, we have established 

arrangements in place with our counterparts in Historic Scotland and Historic England to 

independently peer review cases where required’. 
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25. This is highly unusual, and a departure from normal processes. The company considers it 

inconceivable that those employed in the heritage departments of England and Scotland 

should have more expert knowledge of Welsh history and architecture and the applicable 

listing criteria in Wales than the experts employed by CADW.  Accordingly the company 

objects to this proposal and perceives it as undermining and devaluing CADW’s 

significance in normal Welsh listing processes.  

 

Spot listing and other factors 

26. The company considers that other factors ought properly to be taken into consideration by 

the DM before a final decision is made. 

27. CADW’s original recommendation to the DM not to list the building refers to the fact that 

the building would have been seen during the resurvey of the Splott community, when it 

was not recommended for listing.  This has particular implications for the current spot-

listing application. 

28. Paragraphs 53 & 54 of WO Circular 61/96 are appended
3
, and they provide current policy 

guidance in respect of spot listing.  Whilst Cllr Thomas has provided evidence, it is not new 

as required under the terms of the guidance.  The historical associations of the building are 

common knowledge, well known and have been so for a considerable time.  The buildings, 

given their prominence, would have been known to all and sundry, as would their alleged 

architectural significance.   

29. In the interests of natural justice, the DM should follow the appropriate circular guidance, 

and he ought properly to reject this application on the additional grounds that the building 

has been subject to a recent resurvey and no new evidence warranting its listing has 

emerged. Alternatively a detailed explanation should be provided as to why the evidence 

presented now is considered new in the terms of the Circular.   

30. The spot listing application in this instance has already meant a delay with serious practical 

and financial consequences for the developer, in the terms of paragraph 54 of the circular.  

Should spot listing occur, further delays in regenerating the city centre would occur, the 

provision of much needed affordable housing in Splott would be put at risk whilst the DM’s 

decision, contrary to CADWs advice, was judicially reviewed. 

31. In terms of the penultimate sentence of paragraph 54 of the Circular, the building was not 

drawn to CADW’s attention by the Local Planning Authority, but by a ward councillor, 

acting unilaterally.  The applicant has involved the Council on its redevelopments proposals 

in pre-application discussions since August 2014.  The building has not subsequently been 

subject to a Building Preservation Notice, and the Local Planning Authority’s officers were 

content with the company’s revised proposals as they evolved.  The building is not included 

in the Council’s list of locally significant buildings.  These factors, in combination, indicate 

clearly that the Council, as does CADW, sees no particular merit in the building. 

 

Building condition 

32. Although the DM visited the building, he did not inspect it internally.  He could not 

therefore have properly evaluated the internal condition of the building, and the description 

contained in the draft listing is insufficiently comprehensive. 
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33. The company accordingly commissioned a structural/condition survey, and a copy is 

appended
4
 together with internal photographs.   

34. A Chartered Quantity Surveyor was also asked to estimate the costs of basic repairs and 

those of bringing the building to a fit state under Health & Safety Regulations to enable it to 

be used for its lawful purpose.   This amounts to well over £1.0m, and the report is 

appended
5
.  The costs do not include any directed to the conversion or adaptation of the 

building. 

35. The condition survey and costs assessment were produced for two principal reasons:   

36. Firstly, having regard to Appendix F of Welsh Office Circular 1/98, the condition survey 

may better inform the DM that there are no internal features that directly illustrate and 

confirm its historical associations, and as made clear by CADW, the extent to which the 

elements of the building’s original contemporary character are retained should form part of 

the assessment.  In the company’s view, based largely on CADW’s assessment, the building 

as it stands is a mongrel, being of three distinct phases, and its original contemporary 

character has been lost.  As CADW’s says in its initial assessment: 

‘For Listing in its own right it would need a high level of architectural quality and should 

illustrate in some way the purpose of its original use.  The lack of finishing touches as 

originally intended does diminish its quality and character, as does the later reuse of the 

building for school use with removed a key part of the layout and function of the building 

(the division between boys and girls).  The other defining areas of the original building 

have also been lost, the spaces survive but their quick and long lasting adaptation to an 

alternative use is evidence that there is little that is specific or special about those original 

spaces.  There is little about the building which clearly defines or illustrates its original 

function and importance.’ 

37. Secondly, it is considered pertinent to refer to PPW’s advice at paragraph 6.5.12, which 

provides:   

While it is an objective of Welsh Government policy to secure the conservation and 

sustainable use of historic buildings, there will very occasionally be cases where demolition 

is unavoidable… In determining applications for total or substantial demolition of listed 

buildings, authorities should take into account (i) the condition of the building, (ii) the cost 

of repairing and maintaining it (iii) in relation to its importance and to the value derived 

from its continued use, (iv) the adequacy of efforts made to retain the building in use and 

(v) the merits of alternative proposals for the site.  

38. Whilst this advice is directed to the factors to be taken into account in considering 

applications for the demolition of listed buildings, the same or similar factors should 

properly be considered by the DM prior to arriving at a final decision as to whether or not to 

list. 

39. In respect of the PPW advice, the DM has been provided with:  

(i) an up-to-date condition survey of the building,  

(ii) up-to-date costs of repairing & maintaining it, which are disproportionately high in 

relation to the value derived from its continued use,  

(iii) CADW, as the DM’s expert advisors, has already signified its view of the importance 

that should be attached to the building.  Its last productive use was by a printing firm, a light 
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industrial use, but this ceased a decade ago.  In these circumstances, no value can be 

ascribed to its continued use, 

(iv) the building was first marketed by the previous owners 3 years ago.  The only realistic 

interest shown was by those interested in demolition for housing.  No interest was shown by 

any public body, local community group or by any other party interested in maintaining the 

building for its ‘intrinsic or historic qualities’.   

(v) the merits of the alternative proposals for the site, in the context of local housing need, 

are self-evident.   

40. In the light of CADW’s assessment, and the other information now provided, there would 

be a compelling case for demolition were the building already listed.  In this light, a 

decision to list the building would be perceived as perverse by the company.  

Conclusions 

41. The DM is therefore respectfully requested not to list the building, taking into account: 

- the initial CADW assessment and advice 

- the application of the relevant criteria 

- the building’s current condition 

- the costs of repairs 

- that the building has been subject of a recent re-survey commissioned by CADW 

-  no new evidence has been provided to justify spot-listing 

- that the well established processes in listing procedures should be followed 

- the adverse social and economic consequences of listing 

- the lost opportunity for providing affordable housing in an area of recognised need 

- that listing procedures should not be tainted by political influences. 

     

G Powys Jones MSc FRTPI 

Town Planning Consultant 

July 2015  

 

Appendices 

1   
List of information provided by Welsh Government 

2  
Tweet by Cllr H Thomas 

3  
Extract Circular 61/96 

4  
Condition Survey 

5  
Costs assessment 


