
September 2014

PLYMOUTH PRECINCT 
RETAIL STUDY

DESIGN 
APPRAISAL



This design assessment was 
commissioned by Plymouth City 
Council to support a commercial and 
retail strategy for Plymouth city centre 
by GVA.  

This report does not seek to review the 
history of the 1943 Plan for Plymouth. 
It has been informed by a review of 
existing documentation, site visits, 
meetings with City Council officers, 
English Heritage and other stakeholders 
in the city.

The City Council has also 
commissioned a report on heritage 
from Asset Heritage Consulting (AHC).  
Elements of this report have informed 
our findings and are referenced in our 
analysis and conclusions. 

INTRODUCTION

Finally, the report considers those areas 
within the city centre precinct which are 
‘Priority Areas for Change’, and which 
are most likely to be the subject of 
development interest and more detailed 
design proposals.  It outlines the elements 
of a strategic vision for the core precinct 
area, consistent with the wider retail and 
commercial strategy for the city centre.

Our analysis seeks to identify the 
essential characteristics of the 1943 
Plan, to compare this with the completed 
city ‘on the ground’ and to consider the 
reasons for the differences.

In order to inform future development 
proposals, our report then considers the 
general design principles that are integral 
to the structure and integrity of the 1943 
Plan as implemented and which should 
be retained in any future development 
proposals. 

It also considers the core principles 
and essential place-making principles 
which were lost during implementation 
of the 1943 Plan and which any future 
development should seek to restore or 
recreate.
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CONTENT

Part 1: Analysis

The analysis focuses on the central precinct, as defined by the 1943 Plan 
and shown in Figure 1.  Together with the AHC report it advises on:

• The key physical characteristics which define the heritage value  
            and historic integrity of the city centre precinct and the 1943 Plan;
• Those areas and features of the city centre which are most 
            important to this character and which should be retained;
• Areas which are important to the city centre character but are in 
            need of physical enhancement, subject to rigorous design controls  
            to protect the historic character;
• Aspects of the city centre which are undermining its economic   
 performance and which need to be addressed.

Part 2: Design Guide

From this analysis the report then considers the design and heritage 
guidelines which should inform new development proposals within the 
city centre precinct.  This report is not intended to be a new urban design 
strategy for the city centre.  It focuses on the key strategic planning and 
design factors that define the qualities of the Abercrombie plan within the 
city centre precinct.  These are considered to include:

• Block lengths, street connections and permeability
• Street widths and building lines
• Building heights and enclosure
• Landmark buildings, views and skyline
• Materials, streetscape and planting
• Architectural detail

By identifying these defining characteristics, the report is intended to set an 
agreed set of principles which should inform future development proposals 
in the city centre precinct, and guide the next stage of the commercial and 
retail strategy recommendations.

Part 3: Strategic Vision

The final section references those areas identified in the Heritage Audit 
as having potential to accommodate significant change.  The report then 
focuses on the ‘Priority Areas of Change’ and outlines the design principles 
and objectives which should inform future development.

Two views of the 1943 Plan

“A masterpiece of modern English town planning”,   

“The culprit that eroded the very essence of urbanism”.
Both quotes from Mackay  ‘A Vision for Plymouth’.

The challenge:  to reconcile these two issues.  

Retain the ‘modern masterpiece’ and restore the ‘essence of urbanism’.

Fig.01
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1943 PLAN
The Abercrombie and Watson Plan is acknowledged as a nationally 
important social and planning document, providing for the rebuilding of 
Plymouth whilst the bombs were still falling on the city and the outcome of 
the war remained uncertain.  

Amendments to the 1943 Plan were made to meet the demands of Ministry 
of Transport and the Ministry of Town and Country Planning as well as 
local objectors such as city centre businesses.  This included changes to 
the alignment of the ring road, changes to the design of Royal Parade and 
reductions in the width of Armada Way.

During construction further changes were also required.  There were 
various causes including materials and labour shortages, lack of demand 
for the scale of retail envisaged and inappropriately designed retail units.  
As a result the Plan as implemented is very different from the Plan as 
originally proposed in 1943.

The Plan was also radical in imposing an ordered, planned layout on 
the city centre, with a new ring road and a separation of uses which 
reflected government guidance at the time on the redevelopment of cities 
and central areas.  In particular it sought to address concerns regarding 
congestion and accident rates in the city centre and to create improved 
housing conditions for residents and those returning from the war.

In addressing these pressing concerns, the Plan has however created 
a different set of problems for the city centre. The focus on zoning 
(see page 13) is now universally recognised as having undermined 
the vibrancy of the city centre and many other cities have spent time 
and money working out how to restore the connections with residential 
communities severed by ring roads.  Armada Way remains a symbol of 
the optimism and public spiritedness of the 1943 Plan but even that has 
struggled to live up to its role as a grand civic gesture at the heart of a 
Beaux Arts city.

The 1943 Plan is seen as both:
“A masterpiece of modern English town planning” and
“The culprit that eroded the very essence of urbanism”

Both quotes from Mackay: ‘A Vison for Plymouth’

Judgement on the quality of city centre that the plan produced is therefore 
mixed. The city is rightly proud of the Plan, and the process that delivered 
it in very challenging circumstances, but also knows that it needs to 
address the problems caused by the structural layout and zoning.  This 
dichotomy is evidenced in the two quotes both of which are taken from 
the Mackay Vision for Plymouth.

The challenge for Plymouth is therefore:

• To retain the essence and historic integrity of the 1943 Plan, but
• To restore its ‘essence of urbanism’. 

Fig.2 Fig.3 Fig.4 Fig.5 Fig.6
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Fig.7

Fig.8

Fig.9

Fig.10 Fig.11



This section of the report considers the 
following design characteristics of the city 
centre precinct:

Connectivity
Land Use
Figure Ground
Block Structure
Spaces
Street Network
Building Heights
Street Width
Street Enclosure
Heritage Audit 
Building Quality
Architectural Characteristics
Skyline
Landmarks

DESIGN ANALYSIS
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Fig.12



8      DRAFT DESIGN APPRAISALPLYMOUTH CITY CENTRE PRECINCT

Key

Red   - Main Routes out of Plymouth
Blue   - Main routes connecting Plymouth to the rest of the Country
Orange  - Primary Routes through and around Plymouth Fig.13

ACCESS ROUTES

Pre 1900’s Historic Plan

Pre 1900’s Historic Plan

• Before 1939 the growth of Plymouth reflected the natural and organic 
growth of Devonport, Stonehouse and Plymouth.

• It was well connected to the rest of the country with arterial routes   
from the city centre.

• Primary routes through and around the city centre created good      
connections, and provided local neighbourhoods with easy direct      
access to the facilities the City had to offer.
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2014 Existing

2014 Existing

• Plymouth’s routes out of the City today remain largely the same as 
the Pre 1900’s plan.  The key change is that the A38 no longer runs 
through the city centre following the introduction of the ring road.

• Plymouth is still connected to the rest of the country with a strong east 
- west road to the north of the City, although this has moved southward 
slightly closer to the city.

• The 1943 Abercrombie and Watson vision re-planned the city centre 
road structure. The primary routes through and around the City were 
greatly influenced by this.

Fig.13 Fig.14

Original east-west road connection



10      DRAFT DESIGN APPRAISALPLYMOUTH CITY CENTRE PRECINCT

Pre 1900’s Historic Plan

• The Market was the original central focus of the city centre with access 
routes radiating out. As the City developed, trade routes built up strong 
retail streets including George Street and Bedford Street creating ‘one 
of the largest and best shopping centres in the provinces’.

• The road systems were narrow and being pushed to their limits. Vehicle 
use became ever more popular, competing with horses and people for 
road space, and coupled with major retail streets fronting arterial roads 
this meant traffic congestion was unavoidable.

• Traffic congestion caused accidents of which many were fatal.  This, 
together with the unsanitary conditions of the historical networks, meant 
the city centre road system redesign was a high priority when the 
opportunity arose.

CITY CONNECTIONS

Key

Red   - Main Routes out of Plymouth
Blue   - Main routes connecting 
               Plymouth to the rest of the 
               Country
Orange - Primary Routes through and 
               around Plymouth

Fig.15

Fig.16 Fig.17

George Stre
et Bedford Street

Union Street

A38

A38

B3240

“The traffic congestion in 
Plymouth was notorious due 
to the narrowness of the 
streets and the fact that all the 
main shopping streets were 
part of the main trunk road” 
1943 Plan p69
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2014 Existing

• A key driver of the 1943 vision was to separate the pedestrian shopper 
from traffic. The A38 was removed from the city centre and an inner 
ring road (A374) was inserted.

• The ring road’s intention was to remove through traffic from the retail 
area in order to improve the shopping experience and reduce acci-
dents. The main outcome however has been to cut the centre off from 
the rest of the City, creating an island Fig.19.

• The current retail hub is in a broadly similar location to the original 
market  and retail streets however the roads do not radiate out from 
this central focus and local neighbourhoods struggle to access the 
City’s facilities due to poor connections and access routes.

• Unclear and indirect routes from the City Centre to the historic         
Barbican creates a weak relationship and hampers potential benefits. 

Fig.18

Fig.19

Fig.20

Union StreetA374

A374

A374

A374

B3240

A38

“Without a complete Inner 
Ring Road system the 
segregation of through and 
local shopping traffic is 
impossible” 
1943 Plan p69
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TOPOGRAPHY AND LAND USE

Fig.22Fig.21

“The topography of the centre itself is interesting but not conducive to 
easy planning.  Fundamentally it consists of a plain, to the north and south 
of which the land rises steeply, but on the east and west falls away.  The 
commercial associations of the city have expressed the desire that the city 
centre should be rebuilt on its old site, and we see no reason to depart 
from this general location, containing as it does the only reasonably-sized 
level area, centrally placed in the city.” 
1943 Plan p70

• The topography of the city needs to be considered, particularly when 
locating landmark buildings as it sits in a bowl, rising up out towards 
the train station to the north and the Hoe to the south (Fig.21).  This 
means that buildings located in the central precinct area have to be 
even taller to achieve landmark status and to benefit from views over 
the waterfront and the Hoe.

Fig.21
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1943 ‘Functional Diagram’

• 1943 ‘Functional Diagram’ was based on clear segregation of 
land uses providing strong ‘Character Areas’ Fig.22.  The zoning 
was intended to create a safer and cleaner environment, in reality 
however it is widely regarded to have had negative implications.  The 
implications of this segregation are still apparent today (Fig.22).

“As a basis of layout, we have adopted the 
precinct principle enunciated by Mr. Alker Tripp....
each precinct so designed that through traffic is 
either impossible or discouraged thereby leaving 
the area free for its planned purpose.  

We recommend the creation of a special precinct 
for shops, another for the Civic Centre and others 
for special offices, culture and entertainment” 
1943 Plan p69

Fig.22
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LAND USE
2014 ‘Functional Diagram’

• The 2014 version of the ‘predominant’ land use zoning (Fig 23) shows 
the long term impact of the 1943 Plan on the structure of the city 
centre.

• Abercrombie is perhaps unfairly criticised for the strict implementation 
of the zoning as p74 of the 1943 Plan anticipated that increased 
heights would mean that additional space above ground floor shops:           
“may be used for offices (and) for residential accommodation,            
the open layout and many open spaces making it very suitable            
for the latter purpose.”

Fig.23
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2014 Land Use Plan

• The land use plan (Fig.24) shows a more detailed representation of 
(primarily) ground floor land uses within the city centre.  

• The predominant retail use in the City Centre restricts the City’s 
operating hours. The result is limited activity after 6pm creating a 
dormant city centre. 

• A greater ‘vertical’ mix of uses has been introduced in the shopping 
centre, particularly with student accommodation, but there remains 
a clear contrast with the mix of ground floor uses in the Barbican for 
example which has a stronger and livelier evening economy.

• There is a clear cluster of civic and leisure uses along Royal Parade 
and the wider east-west corridor.  This should extend further east of 
the central precinct with the proposals for the cinema at Bretonside 
and the History Centre / Cultural Hub in the University area.

Fig.24

“The impact of this historic zoning is clearly 
evident in the streets of the City Centre: devoid 
of any leisure or service functions they are empty 
and quiet outside shopping hours”
Mackay  ‘A Vision for Plymouth’.

“The city stuck rigidly to the original zoning and 
consistently refused permission for flats or offices 
over shops” 
Gould: Plymouth Vision of a Modern City p34



16      DRAFT DESIGN APPRAISALPLYMOUTH CITY CENTRE PRECINCT

FIGURE GROUND
1943 Plan 

• The proposed plan for the central precinct was clearly split into a Retail 
Centre where blocks defined the public realm, and a Civic Centre 
where the buildings sat more within the landscape Fig.26.

• The 1943 Plan proposed  ‘a sharp distinction between the new Centre 
and historic Plymouth by the construction of a real and physical wall’

• Armada Way was clearly defined by a strong building line from the top 
at North Cross through the Retail Centre down to the Civic Centre.

• The block sizes of the 1943 plan were undersized for the reality of 
retail use. The plan from the RIBA Journal (Fig.25) in 1952 illustrates 
how quickly the block footprint size increased, clearly relating more to 
today’s figure ground plan.

Retail Centre

Civic Centre
Historic Barbican

Fig.25 Fig.26

It will be possible at a step to pass from the spacious new 
centre into the homely old streets.  The break, the contrast 
between the two should be consciously stressed.” 
1943 Plan p66
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2014 

• North of Royal Parade the Retail Centre blocks broadly reflect the 
strong building lines and axial arrangement of the 1943 Plan (as 
amended by 1952).  

• South of Royal Parade, the buildings are less regular (Fig.27) than 
anticipated in the 1943 Civic Centre vision.  The strong building line 
and definition of Armada Way is therefore diluted through the Civic 
Centre area.

• The implemented plan lacks the intended clear transition from the 
historic Barbican to the central precinct. 

• The large footprints of the Retail Centre blocks (Fig28) clearly contrast 
with the small blocks of the historic Barbican, where the finer grain 
provides a more permeable street pattern Fig.29.

Historic Barbican

Retail Centre

Civic Centre

Fig.27

Fig.27

Fig.28 Fig.29
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BLOCK STRUCTURE
1943 Plan 

• The 1943 plan clearly set out the structure, length and role of the 
city centre blocks Fig.31. The City precinct was to be accessed via 
limited entry points from the ring road creating outer blocks with long 
impermeable façades Fig.32.

‘The surrounding roads of a precinct are sub arterial in character, and 
business premises would be allowed no access therefrom: and access 
allowed from the precinct side only’(1943 Plan p67)

• The City’s inner structure in contrast provided large but permeable 
blocks. The long blocks were broken down with smaller streets creating 
a finer grain (intended to be similar to Bath Fig.30).

‘At frequent intervals quite small rest gardens are provided: each of these 
would have its shelter’ (1943 Plan p71)

Fig.30

Fig.31 Fig.32
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2014 

• The central precinct structure, as planned in 1943, became a series of  
larger homogeneous blocks. The loss of the finer grain streets created 
impermeable blocks, and shoppers therefore tend to use poor quality 
alleys Fig.37.  The Mackay Vision also sought to address this issue by 
introducing additional north-south connections through the blocks. 

• The existing city centre outer blocks are more permeable than 
originally planned in 1943, however they are still greater in length 
than what would now be considered best practice Fig.33.  The long 
elevations facing the ring road are often blank or have vacant units. 
They create unwelcoming spaces which further undermine the 
pedestrian connections between local neighbourhoods and the City 
Centre (Fig.34 and Fig.35).

• The north-east side neighbouring the University area has started to 
open up and connect back into the urban grain, with clearly defined 
pedestrian access between and through buildings (Fig.36).  There is 
however still a need to integrate the University area more effectively 
with the City Centre.

Fig.34 Fig.35

Fig.36 Fig.37Fig.33
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SPACES
1943 Plan 

• Armada Way was designed as ‘garden vista’ and ‘parkway’, with 
spaces along its length defined by the building line. ‘One great 
decorative, even monumental, feature’ Fig.40.

• Nothing was to interfere with the view, landscaping and trees were to 
be clear of the central vista and kept to lines along the edge Fig.39.

• Royal Parade was to be a dual carriageway split down the middle by  
gardens running the length, separating the Civic Centre from the Retail 
precinct.

• The large blocks were to have pedestrian alleys between with internal 
courtyards that were fronted onto by the retail units.

• The two parallel streets on the east-west axis lead people around 
the retail precinct and were designed to make ‘shopping by car as 
easy and convenient as possible’. The streets provided short stay 
car parking, anchored either end with open spaces and more parking 
facilities Fig.38.

‘crescent shaped car parks are planned at both ends of the main streets of 
the precincts’
(1943 Plan p74)

Fig.40Fig.38 Fig.39
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2014 

• The building line of Armada Way as implemented is constant from 
Mayflower Street to Royal Parade and does not define a central 
‘circular’ space (Fig.41).

• Armada Way is heavily landscaped with trees and vegetation and it is 
not possible to get a clear vista down the north south axis, therefore 
the rudimentary idea of the whole vision is lost Fig.42.

• The crescent spaces anchoring the retail circuit are replaced by Market 
Avenue and entrances to Drakes Circus. These spaces are not fulfilling 
their potential and could be improved Fig.43.

• Royal Parade was not built as initially intended with the removal of the 
central garden. This green strip was displaced to the south side of the 
road to sit alongside the Guildhall, St Andrews, Theatre Royal and St 
Andrews Church. This is unfortunate for shoppers as it is in shadow 
from the buildings and too far removed from the shopping area.

• The ‘Bath like’ cross-streets and ‘rest gardens’ were never realised. 
The concept was lost to internal courtyards that are backed onto and 
now used as car parks and service yards Fig.44 and Fig.45.

• The streets which were intended to make ‘shopping by car’ easier have 
largely been pedestrianised.

  

Fig.41

Fig.42 Fig.43

Fig.44 Fig.45
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STREET NETWORK
1943 Plan 

• The design of the street network was to improve upon a congested and 
dangerous pre war Plymouth. The Inner Ring Road was intended to 
keep the through traffic out from the retail precinct in order to provide 
pedestrians with a safe and pleasant environment to shop Fig.46.

‘without a complete inner road system , the segregation of through traffic 
and local shopping traffic is impossible’
(1943 Plan p69)

• There were two fundamental axis to the plan, the north-south and the 
east-west. These transpired as the wide tree lined boulevards Armada 
Way and Royal Parade.

• The north-south axis Armada Way connected the train station to the 
Hoe. Its role was to provide a great vista between the two, this coupled 
with its generous width and strong building line gave Armada Way a 
prominence.

‘One monumental feature of the whole of Plymouth rebuilding - a great 
view......and it will literally in itself cost nothing: it is merely a gap left 
between buildings’
(1943 Plan p67)

• Royal Parade connects the east and west sides of the ring road and 
separates the Retail from the Civic, together with its wide design it 
prevailed an air of prestige.

• The two parallel shopping streets housed both pedestrians and cars 
giving space for each.

Fig.46
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2014 

• The no through traffic concept and inner ring road are still clearly 
visible today Fig.47.

• The strength of Armada Ways’ north-south axis is still present although 
diluted in scale and grandeur.

• The role and design of Royal Parade has changed most significantly 
with the Inner Ring Road shifting to encompass Royal Parade as the 
lower segment of the Inner Ring Road. The green gardens have also 
moved to the southern (north-facing) edge of the road with no retail 
frontage. Royal Parade is still a prominent street due to its width and 
usage but its prestige has been reduced Fig.50.

• The parallel shopping streets are present however the loss of 
symmetry around Armada Way means the Pannier Market is more 
isolated from the core retail (there is though an enhanced pedestrian 
connection west to residential areas - Frankfort Gate).

Fig.47

Fig.48 Fig.49

Fig.50
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BUILDING HEIGHTS
1943 Plan 

• All building heights for the 1943 Plan have been estimated from 
sketches and sections (such as Fig.51 and Fig 52).

• The 1943 plan did not give specific heights however it did suggest 
heights should be consistent with a level of uniformity (as illustrated in 
Fig.5

Fig.53

Fig.51

Fig.52

“The closed road circuit and high buildings should do much 
to prevent disturbance of shoppers by the south-westerly 
gales so often experienced in this district.” 
1943 Plan p74
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2014 

• The central area as built has retained the general level of uniformity 
but building heights are generally lower than envisaged in the 1943 
Plan (Fig.54).

• The Civic Centre, Theatre Royal tower, Guildhall Tower and St 
Andrews Church are rare protrusions to the skyline (Fig.55), and 
these taller buildings generally have a civic function.  Redevelopment 
associated with the University has also started to increase heights in 
other parts of the city centre.

Fig.54 Fig.55
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STREET WIDTH
Armada Way 1943 Plan 

• Armada Way was originally planned to be 61m wide.  This was 
eventually reduced to 45m responding in part to the concerns of 
shopkeepers that the width would undermine its role as a shopping 
street.

• The 61m width was retained north of Mayflower Street to create a 
larger space as a balance to the proposed waterfall south of Notte 
Street (Gould p35).

• The building line created a series of spaces including a central circular 
space between New George Street and Cornwall Street. These were 
lost in the implementation of the plan (Fig.58 and Fig.59).

Fig.57Fig.56
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Fig.58

Fig.63

Fig.59

Armada Way 2014 

• As noted, the building line of Armada Way is consistent between 
Mayflower Street and Royal Parade, and does not vary to the extent 
envisaged in the 1943 Plan.  Armada Way therefore reads as more 
of a continuous space, than as the sequence of spaces originally 
envisaged. 

• Despite the uniformity of building line, the nature of the planting means 
it is more difficult to get the sense of the grand ‘vista’ that was the 
‘monumental feature’ of the Plan (compare Fig 59 and Fig 68).  Overall 
this tends to make navigation more difficult in the city centre and also 
undermines the role of Armada Way as a retail street.  
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STREET ENCLOSURE
1943 Plan 

• Although street enclosures were not formally prescribed, it was clearly 
implied through sketches, specified boulevard widths and discussions 
of storey heights Fig.60 and Fig.61.

• Using the information available we have approximated the street 
enclosure implied by the 1943 plan for Armada Way, New George 
Street and Cornwall Street which is shown in Fig.66 - 72.  

Fig.62

Fig.60

Fig.61

• The Plan did note however that it did not intend to set specified 
heights or street enclosures and that this should be determined 
through the consideration of individual applications (set in the context 
of the whole street): 

‘we feel that to prescribe heights of buildings according to an angle based 
on street widths, is to attempt the mechanical application of a formula to 
something too subtle to be dealt with in this way”
(1943 Plan p110) 
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Fig.68

2014

• The following pages analyse the street enclosure of Armada Way, New 
George Street, and Cornwall Street Figs66 - 72.

• Comparing current street enclosures it is clear to see the 1943 plan 
was not realised. There are areas where building heights are low with 
the wide streets and these fail to provide the sense of grandeur and 
formality essential to the Beaux Arts Plan .

Fig.63

Fig.64

Fig.65
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Armada Way 1943 Armada Way Enclosure 1:3.2

Fig.67

2014 Armada Way Enclosure

• Assessing storey heights for Armada Way from the sketches and 
illustrations (such as Fig 67), it is estimated that the 1943 Plan 
anticipated a street enclosure of just under 1:3.   

• Comparing current street enclosures it is clear to see the 1943 
plan was not realised. In general, even though the street width was 
narrowed from the 61m originally planned, the building heights are 
significantly lower.  This has an impact both on the scale and form 
of the streets but also on the microclimate as the Plan envisaged 
that taller buildings would help protect the city centre from the south-
westerly wind and rain.

• Only the southern end of Armada Way, between New George Street 
and Royal Parade comes close to providing the sense of scale and 
grandeur proposed within the 1943 Plan.

• Immediately north of Mayflower Street (section 02) there is a weak 
sense of enclosure with particularly low buildings on the western street 
edge.  Further north (section 01) the current scale of enclosure is 
similar to that proposed in 1943 generally for Armada Way.  It should be 
noted however that at this point the 1943 Plan envisaged the building 
line set back even further to create a wider, more open, space at this 
part of Armada Way.  

Fig.66

01.

02.

03.

04.

05.

06.

07.

08.

01.

02.

03.

04.

05.

06.

07.

08.
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Fig.68
Fig.68Fig.67

“Armada Way - the vista itself is to be the visitor’s guide.  It often 
happens that the simplest treatment is the most effective, and 
here the ends of the buildings springing from different ground 
levels and of varying heights and distance apart would, of 
themselves, produce a series of enclosing screens containing the 
space until the openness of the Hoe were reached either on foot 
or by the glance of the eye”   
1943 Plan p69
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New George Street

Fig.70

1943 Street enclosure 1:1.6

2014 Street enclosure

• Assessing storey heights for New George Street from the sketches 
and illustrations, it is estimated that the 1943 Plan anticipated a street 
enclosure of around 1:1.6.   

• In a few areas, where there are notable buildings such as Dingles and 
the Coop department store, enclosure approaches 1:1.6 but the height 
of buildings only exists on one side of the street.

• Comparing current street enclosures it is clear to see the level of 
enclosure is generally weaker and there is some potential to address 
this through increased height of development blocks, particularly on 
the north side of the street. 

Fig.69
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Fig.70
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Cornwall Street

Fig.70

1943 Street enclosure 1:1.6

2014 Street enclosure

• Assessing storey heights for Cornwall from the sketches and 
illustrations, it is estimated that the 1943 Plan anticipated a street 
enclosure of around 1:1.6.   

• Comparing current street enclosures it is clear to see the level of 
enclosure is generally much weaker.  Only close to Armada Way do 
the building heights approach that anticipated in the 1943 Plan and 
there is clearly potential to address this through increased height of 
development blocks.

Fig.71
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Fig.72
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HERITAGE AUDIT
Significant Buildings

• Fig.73 is an extract from the AHC Heritage Audit.  It identifies those 
buildings which AHC consider are of heritage significance or are 
detrimental to the heritage. Neutral buildings are not coloured.

• Buildings of high significance are highlighted in red.

• Buildings of medium significance are highlighted in orange.

• Buildings of moderate significance are highlighted in yellow.

• Buildings of low significance are highlighted in green.

• Intrusive buildings are highlighted in blue.

Fig.73
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Fig.61 Fig.62

Significant Spaces

• Fig.74 is an extract from the AHC Heritage Audit.  It identifies those 
spaces which AHC consider are of heritage significance. Neutral 
spaces are not coloured. 

• Spaces of high significance are highlighted in red.

• Spaces of medium significance are highlighted in orange.

• Spaces of moderate significance are highlighted in yellow.

• Spaces of low significance are highlighted in green.

• No detrimental spaces were identified.

Fig.74



38      DRAFT DESIGN APPRAISALPLYMOUTH CITY CENTRE PRECINCT

BUILDING QUALITY
The plan to the right (Fig.75) is a representation of Jeremy Gould’s 
‘Listed and Quality Buildings Plan’ (taken from “Plymouth Planned: 
The Architecture of the Plan for Plymouth 1943-1962). Although this 
assessment was undertaken in 1999/2000 it remains useful in giving an 
understanding of how the quality is spread over the city centre and helps 
support the analysis of which areas within the city centre precinct can 
accommodate significant change. 

Building Quality

• High quality and listed buildings are focused north and south of Royal 
Parade.  This limits the potential for significant redevelopment within 
these areas but does highlight the street’s important civic and cultural 
role in the city centre precinct.

• North of New George Street there are relatively few listed buildings, the 
most significant being the Pannier Market.  There are a number of good 
quality buildings clustered around Armada Way.

• North of Cornwall Street, other than along the Armada Way frontage, 
the buildings are considered almost entirely to be ‘opportunity buildings’ 
and therefore suitable for redevelopment.

Space Quality 

• The Civic Square was designed by Jellicoe, Ballantyne & Coleridge 
(1957-62) and was part of the original plan laid out by Hector Stirling’s 
design for the Civic Centre. The square was designed as a pedestrian 
square along Armada Way positioned between the renovated Guildhall 
and Civic Centre Fig.76 - 78.

• The civic area consists of a number of buildings with differing materials, 
architecture and orientations and the square was to unite these and 
create a centre, whilst allowing the formal Armada Way to flow on 
through.  The Civic Square is therefore a natural civic focal point for the 
city at the intersection of Armada Way and Royal Parade.

Fig.75

Summary of building and landscape 
quality assessment undertaken by 
Jeremy Gould on behalf of Plymouth 
City Council in 1999/2000.
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Fig.76 Fig.77

Fig.78
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ARCHITECTURAL CHARACTERISTICS
1943 Plan 

• There was little direction in the plan concerning the design of buildings 
for the 1943 vision, only that they should be modern representing the 
Architecture of the future -’clean, bright, democratic, and most of all, 
optimistic’

• Specifics of building architecture were not detailed however it was 
discussed that the streets would need to be designed as a whole and 
not as separate buildings. It states individually well designed good 
buildings can be undermined by their ‘incongruous juxtaposition’, 
whereas a collection of unremarkable buildings with a ‘coherent 
architectural treatment’ can result in ‘outstanding and permanent merit’  
if treated as a continuous design.

• Materials are described briefly stating there should be uniformity, with 
limestone identified as the traditional local material but considered 
unlikely due to high costs and shortage of skilled labour. Reinforced 
concrete was considered the most credible alternative. 

• It is understood (from our discussions with Jeremy Gould and 
Stephen Essex at Plymouth University) that there was likely to have 
been a more detailed code in place to inform new building proposals 
but no records of this can be found.

Horizontal Rhythms

Vertical Rhythms

Symmetry & Order Fig.79

‘If we are to recapture the wonderful continuity of the street scene 
obtained by Nash and Wood the younger, as in Regent Street and 
Bath, but in the modern idiom, it is essential the new streets should 
be designed as a whole’
(1943 Plan p77)
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2014

• Fig. 79 and Fig.80 analyse the current architectural characteristics of 
buildings within the City Centre Precinct.

• As directed in the 1943 vision, street elevations were designed 
as a whole with calculated rhythms and order. Characteristics 
include repetitive horizontal and vertical rhythms. Formal, ordered, 
symmetrical elevations reinforced by flat roofs. Uniformity of materials 
and coherence above first floors with neutral colours, allowing for 
individuality and colour at ground floor for the shop fronts. Consistent 
cornice level and canopy height at ground floor / first floor level.

• Royal Parade is most consistent with the 1943 vision with a uniform 
use of Portland stone, major and minor horizontal / vertical rhythms 
and a generality of quality detailing and design. The rebuilding of 
Plymouth started here, when the vision was at its freshest and most 
inspired. Later buildings (further north) suffered from less public money 
being available, and pressure from tenants to reduce building costs, 
resulting in a lesser quality.

Repetition & Regularity

Material Uniformity

Coherence above First Floor  
Individuality at Ground Floor Fig.80
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SKYLINE
1943 Plan 

• The 1943 Plan proposed markers at the key gateways to the city 
centre.  The Civic Centre and the Guildhall are clear markers at the 
southern end of Armada Way leading to the Hoe. These dominate 
the skyline and the vista as the remainder of the buildings within the 
central precinct remain relatively low, reinforced by the effect of the 
topographical ‘bowl’. 

• Whilst the uniformity of height is a notable characteristic of the city 
centre precinct the 1943 Plan does refer to buildings ‘of varying 
height’ along Armada Way, providing ‘a series of enclosing screens’, 
suggesting a greater variety was envisaged.

Fig.54

”A section through the north-south axis of the City Centre layout, showing 
the difficult configuration of the ground, and indicating clearly the basin 
in which the shopping and civic centres are located, with ground rising 
steeply on the south to the Hoe and similarly to the north.”
1943 Plan p68
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Fig.58

“Speaking generally we do not think that a case 
can be made out for the prevalence of high 
buildings in Plymouth” 
1943 Plan p110

“When it was completed the Civic Centre with its signature gull-wing 
roof was the dominant landmark on the Plymouth skyline, visible from 
many points in the city as well as from ships in Plymouth Sound. That 
this most prominent feature of the city’s post-war skyline was also its 
centre of municipal governance only added to its civic significance. 
Even now, despite the more recent appearance of other tall buildings 
around the city, its distinctive silhouette – rather like the dome of St 
Paul’s in London - continues to serve as Plymouth’s central urban 
marker, sustaining and reinforcing the axis of Armada Way and 
indicating its mid-point between North Cross and the Hoe.” 
Civic Centre Feasibility Study (Heritage Assessment)

Fig.81
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LANDMARKS

• Plymouth City Centre has relatively few landmark buildings and of 
these fewer still are of any great height. The Guildhall, St Andrews 
church and Theatre Royal have folly towers protruding the skyline. 
Whilst the The Civic Centre, and Rowland Lewinsky building provide 
towers with usable floorspace. All the above are of architectural note 
and merit. Fig.84 - 85.

• Iconic landmarks of Plymouth include Smeatons Tower (the lighthouse) 
and the Naval War Memorial down on the Hoe Fig.84 and Fig.85.

• As a collective the architecture of Royal Parade is of high quality with 
certain buildings standing out including The Royal Bank of Scotland 
building and Derry’s (Co-Operative) building Fig.84 and Fig.85.

• Historically Dingles is a landmark building to Plymouth. Although 
it was not the first building to be built as part of the 1943 vision 
(narrowly beaten by Woolworths) it was the first large department 
store to be built in Britain post war (since 1939) Fig.85.

• The Pannier Market is another historical landmark symbolising the 
regeneration and survival of Plymouth after the war. The original 
market was bombed in 1941 and kept running in temporary structures 
until it was finally rebuilt in 1960 Fig.85.

Fig.82

“We see an opportunity for a more dense 
development of mid-rise buildings and occasional 
towers positioned within the Abercrombie grid, 
offering views to the waterfront, exploiting the 
natural topography”
Mackay  ‘A Vision for Plymouth’.
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Plymouth Tall Buildings Strategy
2.0 The Context

Landmark Buildings and View Corridors

Landmark buildings and View
Corridors: The pattern of buildings visible
from key approaches at both close and long
range creates a distinct legibility by defining
the edges of the city centre located on the
perimeter of the topographic bowl. Coastal
approaches are dominated by the steep
topography of the coastal edge, The Citadel,
Mountbatten Fort, War Memorial, Holiday Inn
and the Grain Silo to the west.These
landmarks play a role in defining the city
skyline and helping legibility. Although not all
prominent buildings are considered positive
landmarks.

visually prominent buildings: distant

visually prominent buildings: local

prominent church spires

key view corridors

key arrival areas into the City Centre

key arrival and departure routes
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The plan to the right (Fig.78) is taken 
from the draft tall buildings strategy 
produced by the city council in 2005. 
It identifies ‘visually prominent’ buildings 
and view corridors.  It notes that ‘not 
all prominent buildings are considered 
positive landmarks’.

Plymouth Tall Buildings Strategy
2.0 The Context

Landmark Buildings and View Corridors

Landmark buildings and View
Corridors: The pattern of buildings visible
from key approaches at both close and long
range creates a distinct legibility by defining
the edges of the city centre located on the
perimeter of the topographic bowl. Coastal
approaches are dominated by the steep
topography of the coastal edge, The Citadel,
Mountbatten Fort, War Memorial, Holiday Inn
and the Grain Silo to the west.These
landmarks play a role in defining the city
skyline and helping legibility. Although not all
prominent buildings are considered positive
landmarks.
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LANDMARKS

Fig.84
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Fig.85



This section of the report considers the 
overarching design principles which 
should ensure that future redevelopment 
enhances the city centre precinct and 
respects the integrity of the Abercrombie 
& Watson Plan:

Land Use
Permeability
Streets
Spaces
Building Line
Block Structure
Landmark Buildings
Street Enclosure and Building Heights

DESIGN GUIDES

“Negative control of single buildings will never 
produce a positive scheme of continuous 
design : there must be prepared some master 
design for a whole street or area, to which 
individual buildings will be required to conform 
with more or less exactness” 
1943 Plan p110
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LAND USE

Fig.86

Mixed Use

• The strict ‘zoning’ of uses was a negative (and perhaps unintended) 
consequence of the Abercrombie plan (see p14, Fig23). 

• Whilst areas of the city centre will still have ‘primary’ or ‘predominant’ 
uses there is a need to create a stronger mix and variety of activity 
across the centre, but particularly within the central precinct.

• The introduction of more leisure uses to the city centre is a recognised 
objective and a priority for the council.  It would increase the hours of 
occupation and help bring vibrancy to the central area after the shops 
have closed.

• Bringing more education and office activity into the city centre will help 
bring more expenditure and life to the city centre at lunchtime and in 
the evenings.

• Bringing more residents into the retail centre helps to provide natural 
surveillance and improve perceptions of safety. The combination of 
giving residents a sense of ownership of the central precinct and 
additional overlooking from dwellings would enhance perceptions of the 
city centre and increase evening activity.
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Connections

• The barrier effect of the Abercrombie ring road was highlighted on 
pages 22-23, (Figs 46-47). 

• The ring road isolates the city centre from its local neighbourhoods and 
this needs to be repaired. Strengthening connections to the residential 
community and the student population will help increase the demand 
for facilities in the City Centre.

• To achieve this, more permeable and more attractive outer blocks are 
required, together with better pedestrian crossings across the ring road 
Fig.87.  The strategic crossing from the University into the core retail 
area also needs to be made safer and more direct as this is becoming 
an increasingly important connection for the city centre, linking leisure 
and cultural destinations, including the proposed History Centre, to 
Cornwall Street and Drake’s Circus. 

• Improving connections between the City Centre and the waterfront, 
particularly Barbican and Millbay areas, should help encourage visitors 
to move between the two destinations and increase dwell time and 
expenditure.  Two areas have particular potential to improve these 
connections, relocation of the Pavilions (and addition of the new 
boulevard), and redevelopment of Bretonside bus station.

• As a result of the increased development in the University area and 
proposed development in Bretonside the north-south connection 
through Drake’s Circus and Old Town Street becomes increasingly 
important.  Making this a clear and attractive route for pedestrians 
during the day and evening will improve visitor flow between North Hill, 
Barbican, Bretonside and the retail core. 

PERMEABILITY

Fig.87

Pavilions Site

Bretonside 
Site

BARBICAN

MILLBAY

UNIVERSITY

STATION
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HIERARCHY
Street Network

• The street hierarchy was clearly defined in the 1943 vision. The 
Beaux Arts Plan relies upon grand tree-lined avenues and axial cross 
streets with formally planted long vistas terminating at carefully placed 
locations. The plan was based around symmetry and uniformity which 
needs protecting and restoring.

• The importance of the visual north - south axis needs to be 
embellished. The increase of building heights together with building line 
enhancement will help to create a stronger street enclosure.

• The Beaux Arts design for Armada Way was to be seen as consecutive 
parks and spaces with axial cross streets separating them.  New 
George Street and Cornwall Street currently “stop at” instead of “cross” 
Armada Way. The treatment of the public realm should achieve this.

• New George Street and Cornwall Street should read as two parallel, 
continuous, coherent streets that cut across Armada Way. They 
currently read as four separate streets split by Armada Way. 

Fig.88
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Spaces

• The network of spaces in the central precinct, as proposed in the 
1943 Plan and as currently exists, was considered on pages 20-21,         
(Figs 40-41). 

• The great vista of Armada Way needs to be restored. All landscaping 
and vegetation which impinges on the north - south vista should be 
removed. Any trees should be restrained to the edge to form a tree 
lined boulevard in keeping with the Beaux Arts design. 

• Market Avenue and the entrances to Drakes Circus (from New George 
Street and Cornwall Street) provide the end points to the parallel 
shopping streets but go no further to exploit their roles. They could 
themselves be a destination and provide shoppers with a vibrant 
pleasant space to be. Public realm treatment should recognise the 
varied roles of these spaces and their respective significance of the 
1943 plan.

• The internal courtyards currently providing car parks and service yards 
need converting into attractive communal spaces that will promote 
inner city living. This should be supported with a complimentary parking 
strategy for the city centre.

• The introduction of narrow cross streets and living accommodation 
above shops will help transform these spaces, providing residents with 
amenity space and shoppers with restful gardens.

Fig.89
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BLOCKS
Building Line

• The importance of the street width and building line in the central 
precinct was considered on page 26 (Fig 57).

• The building lines along both sides of Cornwall Street and New George 
Street should be retained.  

• The building line along the northern edge of Royal Parade should be 
retained. 

• The building line of block frontages along Armada Way should be 
retained between Mayflower Street and Royal Parade. 

• Between Cornwall Street and New George Street the 1943 Plan 
envisaged a widening of the street, however it is not considered 
appropriate, or feasible, to seek to deliver such a change given that 
the buildings here are considered to be of good quality and should be 
retained.  This central space along Armada Way could be emphasised 
through architectural treatment, e.g. increasing the heights on the 
corners of the blocks, which would be in accordance with the principles 
of the 1943 Plan.

• North of Mayflower Street Armada Way widens, but the widening is 
asymmetrical.  Redevelopment of the Armada Centre and car park is 
needed to increase building heights and enclosure.  When this occurs 
it could therefore also consider a change in building line, increasing the 
street width to create a symmetrical, and slightly wider, public space as 
envisaged in the 1943 Plan.

Fig.90
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Block Structure

• The problems caused by the size of the blocks (as built) in the central 
precinct was considered on pages 16-19 (Figs 26-33).

• The length of the main blocks make it difficult to create attractive and 
varied shopper circuits in the city centre precinct. Breaking down with a 
finer grain of streets would help address this.

• Purpose built and designed cross streets removes the need for 
shoppers to use poor quality alleyways and improves the shoppers 
experience. It will restore the permeability and variety envisaged in the 
1943 plan.

• The addition of narrow streets will help emphasise the grandeur and 
formality of the wider boulevards by providing a clear contrast.

Fig.91
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BUILDING HEIGHTS
Landmark Buildings

• The broad uniformity and coherence of building heights across 
the central precinct was identified as one of its unifying features             
(see p24, Fig53).  

• Building heights in the central precinct generally can be increased to 
improve street enclosure and there are areas where taller buildings 
may be acceptable. 

• Tall buildings were used in the 1943 vision as towers marking the 
gateway to the City. The location of any new proposed tall buildings 
should be considered using the same principles. 

• There are 4 key gateways to the City Centre precinct as you approach 
from around the outskirts of the city, these being access from Millbay 
and Union Street (south west), the A386 (north), the A374 (east) and 
the B3250 (north east). SIgnificantly taller, landmark buildings at these 
locations would be in the spirit of the 1943 plan, announcing arrival in 
the City Centre.   

• This study to date has concentrated on areas where taller buildings 
could be consistent with the Abercrombie Plan but there may be other 
acceptable locations. Further assessment of key views into and out of 
the city would need to be undertaken to determine the precise location 

Fig.101Fig.92
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Street Enclosure and Building Heights

• The relative lack of street enclosure in the central precinct, particularly 
when compared to the 1943 Plan, was considered on pages 30-34 
(Figs 66-72).

• The sense of enclosure envisaged in the 1943 plan has not been 
achieved by the current massing and layout. The wide streets and 
relatively low building heights have however created an open character 
and generous feeling of light and space within the central area which 
should be protected.

• All the blocks (except Dingles, Pearl Insurance and Drakes Circus) 
have the potential to increase in their heights by at least 2 storeys in 
line with the 1943 vision.

• Increasing the building heights will further enclose the street space, 
which is more in line with the street enclosure ratio you would associate 
with a City Centre.  Four storeys should be considered a minimum 
desired building height for new development in order to achieve the 
enclosure envisaged in the 1943 Plan.

• As noted elsewhere in the report, taller buildings can help mark special 
places and new destinations in the central area.  For example, 6 storey 
corner buildings could help accentuate the space created by Armada 
Way, Cornwall Street and New George Street whilst significantly taller 
buildings can emphasise important gateways to the city centre.  More 
detailed analysis would be needed to determine the acceptable heights 
and location of these gateway buildings. 

Fig.93



STRATEGIC VISION

This section of the report considers the 
priority areas of change within the city 
centre precinct, and the strategic vision 
which should inform more detailed 
redevelopment proposals for these areas.
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Strategic Vision

• Celebrating the Abercrombie Grid. 

• Connecting the Central Precinct.

• Creating a variety of pedestrian routes.

• Identifying priority areas for change. 
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The first element of the vision is to celebrate the three key structural 
elements of the Abercrombie & Watson Plan, Armada Way, Royal Parade 
and the retail grid of Cornwall Street and New George Street.  These are 
considered integral to the historic structure of the city centre.

Armada Way: Grand Promenade & Vista

Armada Way will be the momumental feature and grand vista envisaged 
by Abercrombie.  The landscaping approach will restore long distance 
views to the Hoe and the Lighthouse and create an ‘urban promenade’ 
through the heart of the city centre, connecting the best of Plymouth’s 
commercial, retail, cultural and leisure destinations.  It will comprise a 
series of individual, high quality spaces, providing breathing space for 
residents and visitors as well as space for outdoor events.  

STRATEGIC VISION

Cornwall Street & New George Street: Retail Grid

The east-west grid of Cornwall Street and New George Street remains the 
focus of retailing in the city centre.  Where possible, new retailing should 
be concentrated within these streets.

The core retail offer of the city centre is increasingly focused east of 
Armada Way, with Drake’s Circus the most important destination.  
Additional retailers will be brought into the city centre through selective 
redevelopment to create more appropriately sized units. 

West of Armada Way the focus will be on local retailing and a mix of other 
uses including residential.  The Pannier Market is a key destination but 
will need to be supported through redevelopment of adjacent sites and 
attracting occupiers for large and prominent vacant buildings.

Royal Parade: Grand Cross Street

The east-west corridor, centred around Royal Parade and the Great 
Square, is a focus for civic and cultural leisure activity in the city 
centre.  The Theatre Royal, Civic Centre and Guildhall create a central 
hub which will be reinforced by the redevelopment of Bretonside 
Coach Station.

North-east, the concentration of cultural and leisure uses extends 
past Charles Cross Church into the University Area, incorporating the 
College of Art, Roland Levinsky Building, City Library, Museum and 
Art Gallery including the new History Centre and the historic Drake’s 
Place reservoir and park. West, the Corridor extends into Union Street, 
hopefully to include refurbishment of the listed New Palace Theatre.   
This east-west street therefore helps integrate the cultural and civic 
value of the the central precinct with the rest of the city.
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Celebrating the Abercrombie Grid

The three defining elements:
Armada Way:  Grand Promenade & Vista
Royal Parade: Grand Cross Street
Retail Grid:      Cornwall Street & New George Street

Fig.94
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The second element of the vision is to improve pedestrian flow into the 
Central Precinct by connecing it more effectively with the surrounding 
destinations and the neighbouring residential communities.  This will help 
address the relative isolation of the central precinct and increase the 
potential expenditure available to retailers and other businesses.

University: Culture & Learning

To maximise the social and economic benefits of the cultural investment 
in the University area, the connections across the ring road must be 
enhanced.  Concentrating improvements to the Ring Road along this short 
stretch between Charles Cross Church and the Roland Levinsky Building 
should be coordinated with the redevelopment of Bretonside Coach 
Station.  This will promote the concept of the Cultural Corridor along this 
prominent stretch of the Ring Road to all visitors to Drake’s Circus car park.  
It will also reinforce the growing importance of the north-south pedestrian 
route from the University through the core retail area to Bretonside and 
Barbican.

Station Arrival

Improved office, hotel and University facilities should provide the 
commercial gateway to the city centre from the station. The grand sense 
of arrival needs to be extend from the station, through North Cross to 
an enhanced park marking the entrance to Armada Way and the central 
precinct.

STRATEGIC VISION

Residential Communities

Improving the local retail offer, and the mix of activities on New George 
Street and Cornwall Street (west of Armada Way) requires improved at-
grade pedestrian connections to the residential communities west of the 
ring road which will provide its core catchment.  Improving connections 
from the east, into Drake’s Circus, should also help to reduce the number 
of vehicular movements around the Ring Road.

Great Square: Culture & Leisure

The Great Square should be the heart of the Cultural Corridor and a 
significant destination along the Armada Way promenade.  The space 
should mark the transition from the open spaces of the Hoe to the urban 
central precinct and draw visitors north into the core retail area.

Barbican Leisure

The Barbican is perhaps the most important leisure destination in the city 
centre, particularly in terms of the evening economy.  Redevelopment of 
Bretonside coach station provides an opportunity to strengthen connections 
between the Barbican and the core retail area.  Creating an integrated 
visitor attraction, incorporating North Hill, Drake’s Circus, Bretonside and 
Barbican would help increase visitor dwell time and expenditure in the city 
centre.  The treatment of Exeter Street and the external edge of Drake’s 
Circus is critical in achieving this.

Millbay Leisure

The strategic development of Millbay provides an opportunity to strengthen 
the connections to the local retail and leisure offer in the city centre. The 
proposed boulevard should provide a direct link from the marina and 
associated shops/restaurants through to Royal Parade.  The treatment of 
the Ring Road junction, and the pedestrian routes through Colin Cambell 
Court (when redeveloped) are important elements in improving pedestrian 
flow through to the Pannier Market and local retail area.
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Fig.95

Integrating the Central Precinct

Key areas where pedestrian 
connections across the ring road 
need to be improved
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STRATEGIC VISION
The third element of the vision is to improve the mix of uses by creating 
a variety of streets and spaces that connect destinations, create strong 
shopping, leisure and cultural circuits for visitors and provide attractive 
places to live and work.   

Armada Way

Armada Way remains the central focus, and the physical and visual 
connection between the retail, leisure, cultural, civic, education, 
business and residential uses in the city centre.  It provides

• an address for businesses and education at its northern end, and a 
space for workers and students to use at lunchtime,

• space for cafes, bars and restaurants to spill out into in the central 
area of the city, connecting the core retail and local retail offer, 

• event space for cultural activities and it provides a setting for the 
cluster of important buildings which line it,  

• a green lung for city centre residents and a place to socialise,

• a constant reminder of the radical, optimistic and social principles 
which underpin Plymouth City Centre. 

East of Armada Way

The major retail destinations, the historic Barbican area and the 
increasingly important University area are all located east of Armada 
Way. This eastern part of the city should therefore become an 
integrated, and successful, retail, leisure and cultural destination.  

The core retail routes focus on the central grid east of Armada Way with 
Drake’s Circus supported by new retail units in Cornwall Street (East).  

The new cinema and leisure development at Bretonside Coach Station 
area should reinforce the strength of Drake’s Circus.  It should also 
help to strengthen the evening economy in the city centre by improving 
connections to the Barbican area

The new cultural developments in North Hill should strengthen the 
University area as a visitor destination.  Improved connections across 
the ring road, and better treatment of this section of  the ring road 
should help make it an integral part of the city centre retail and leisure 
offer.

West of Armada Way

The independent retail offer will be concentrated to the west of Armada 
Way.  Redevelopment needs to ensure that the development blocks 
become more permeable, creating a variety of attractive connections 
between shopping streets and to surrounding areas.

A variety of streets, and variety of public and private spaces, will also 
help attract the variety of uses needed to sustain the vibrancy of this 
area.  A mix of commercial, leisure, education and residential uses 
will help bring more activity and life to this part of the central precinct, 
particularly in the evening.

Improved connections to the west will also help integrate the West 
End with the leisure attractions on Union Street, with the leisure 
and residential proposals at Millbay and with the wider residential 
communities.



65     DRAFT DESIGN APPRAISALPLYMOUTH CITY CENTRE PRECINCT

Fig.96

Connecting destinations

Important retail, leisure, civic and 
cultural destinations (coloured blocks), 
and the important pedestrian routes 
which should connect them 
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The final element of the vision is to identify those areas within the central 
precinct which can deliver the change needed. Seven priority areas of 
change have been considered.

1. Armada Way

Armada Way was the prime civic gesture of the 1943 Plan.  The 
overriding objective should be to restore the intended sense of civic 
grandeur through the landscape treatment and the scale and design of 
buildings along its length.  Priorities should be to: 
• Create a coherent ‘promenade’ through the city centre
• Create a series of distinct and distinctive spaces
• Create spaces for events and for residents
• Enhance quality as a ‘public park’
• Improve views along the street
• Increase sense of enclosure
• Manage micro-climate

2. Armada Shopping Centre

Redevelopment could provide an opportunity to focus retail uses within 
the core of New George Street and Cornwall Street and enhance the 
retail viability of this central area.  Priorities should be to:  
• Improve density and mix of uses
• Create a symmetrical building line
• Increase heights and sense of enclosure along Armada Way
• Increase building heights along the ring road
• Improve architectural quality along the ring road
• Increase external permeability to residential areas
• Improve gateway to the central precinct Armada Way
• Create potential landmark at north of Armada Way 

3. Cornwall Street / Mayflower Street (west)

This key block west of Armada Way is dominated by the closed car 
park within the block and has little of architectural or historic interest.  It 
therefore provides substantial potential to introduce a greater mix and 
density of uses within the city centre.  Priorities should be to:  
• Improve the mix of uses
• Create streets and spaces to attract residential uses
• Increase building heights and sense of enclosure
• Increase internal permeability
• Improve coherence of Cornwall Street through architecture and 
            public realm
• Enhance setting of Pannier Market
• Enhance views along the streets 

4. Cornwall Street / Mayflower Street (east)

This block is the main opportunity to provide larger, modern retail units 
in the core retail area.  Priorities should be to:  
• Improve the quality of retailers and retail units
• Increase building heights and sense of enclosure
• Enhance internal permeability
• Enhance external connections to University area
• Improve coherence of Cornwall Street through architecture and 
            public realm
• Create gateway space and enhance setting of Methodist   
 Central Hall
• Relocate the internal car park to improve pedestrian routes and  
 visitor arrival 
• Improve internal street connections through Drake’s Circus  
 shopping centre

5. Cornwall Street / New George Street (west)

This key block west of Armada Way is the focus for two important retail 
streets which need long term assistance.  Priorities should be to:
• Improve mix of uses
• Increase sense of enclosure
• Increase internal permeability
• Enhance setting of Pannier Market
• Improve coherence of streets through architecture and 
 public realm treatment
• Create destinations and landmarks along the street
• Enhance views along the streets

6. Colin Campbell Court

This area contains a low density of uses and a relatively unattractive car 
park, and it presents a poor frontage to the Ring Road.  Priorities should 
be to:  
• Improve density and mix of uses and support the local retail offer
• Increase heights and sense of enclosure along Union Street and 
 Western Approach
• Improve the public realm with tree planting and other measures
• Increase building heights along the ring road
• Improve architectural quality along the ring road
• Increase external permeability to Union Street and Millbay areas
• Enhance setting of Pannier Market
• Improve gateway to the central precinct and Royal Parade

7. Bretonside Coach Station

The coach station is to be relocated and the site is being promoted for 
cinema and leisure development. Priorities should be to:  
• Improve the mix of uses, and evening economy, in the city centre  
 and strengthen the cultural corridor
• Improve linkages between the central precinct and the Barbican
• Create an attractive and lively frontage to Exeter Street
• Improve the sense of enclosure along Exeter Street
• Enhance the setting of Charles Cross Church
• Improve the gateway to the central precinct and Royal Parade

STRATEGIC VISION
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Fig.97

Priority Areas of Change

Potential development blocks within, or 
adjacent to the central precinct, which 
can help deliver the strategic vision 
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