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16: Colchester Town Centre 

Package Description 
16.1 The Colchester Town Centre Package is concerned with a series of initial public interventions 

that are seeking, incrementally, to enhance the economic performance of Colchester Town 
Centre as a sub-regional shopping centre, business centre and historic/cultural centre through 
a co-ordinated programme of substantial private sector investments. Co-ordination is needed 
both to secure the private sector investment and to ensure that a fragmented pattern of 
development is not experienced by visitors, employees and businesses. 

16.2 These actions all stem from an ambitious comprehensive master plan developed for the 
regeneration area (St Botolph’s Quarter) and adopted by the Council three years ago as 
Supplementary Planning Guidance. This high quality master plan has already supported the 
delivery of a £17 million visual arts facility, currently under construction, which sets the tone 
for a major step change in Colchester’s offer to visitors and residents alike. The Council 
hopes that, if delivered in its entirely, this master plan will reinforce the Borough/Haven 
Gateway’s position as a high quality place to both live and work.  A series of project level 
interventions is proposed in order to effect this outcome. 

Links to the delivery of the overall vision, and also to the RES/RSS 
16.3 The development of Colchester town centre links with wider thinking about sustainable 

communities.  It is also wholly consistent with the regional-level commitment in relation to 
the role and purpose of medium-sized cities, enhancing viability and vitality and the 
preservation of the historic environment. 

16.4 In terms of targets for housing and jobs growth, it is envisaged that development within the 
town centre will deliver over 700 new jobs and attract an additional 500,000 visitors per 
annum to Colchester Town Centre.  The Amendment to the Preferred Option for the Core 
Strategy, published by Colchester Borough Council in May 2007, stated that:  

Over the plan period it is projected that approximately 2,000 new homes 
will be delivered in the Town Centre. In addition, Colchester Borough 
needs to accommodate more business, tourism and retail developments, 
including 67,000sqm of net retail floorspace and 70,000sqm of gross 
office floorspace by 2021, as well as 270 to 490 hotel bedrooms by 2011. 
These targets reflect the findings of current studies assessing Colchester’s 
retail, business, and hotel requirements. This development will be 
primarily focused on the Town Centre, and other highly accessible 
locations, to create a sustainable and prestigious regional centre. 

Description of the opportunities it is releasing and/or the 
constraints it is addressing 

16.5 The Package is multi-faceted and hence it links with a range of different opportunities and 
constraints.   
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16.6 One important element relates to the potential of the cultural and creative industries within 
Colchester town centre – linking to Firstsite – a new facility for the Visual Arts designed by 
the internationally famous architect Raphael Vinoly.  This will be a regional icon as well as 
an important amenity for Colchester and through the Package, there is a strong desire to work 
the potential of Firstsite further and harder.  The first evidence that this is starting to attract 
interest from the cultural industries is the fact that the Colchester Institute has decided to run, 
in conjunction with the University of Essex, an MA Art course based in a building adjacent to 
the new Firstsite building. The Council anticipates that the next most direct beneficiary of this 
effect will be the adjacent Cultural Quarter. Following an extensive competition, development 
team Garbe/Ash Sakula were chosen to become the Council’s preferred developer for this 
project.  Their innovative mixed use scheme won best future projects in 2008 at the MIPIM 
property fair in Cannes.  The scheme proposes the creation of a hub for cultural industries and 
the exact scale and scope of this project is currently being assessed although it is intended that 
start up space for creative businesses attracted by the association with Firstsite. Unfortunately, 
this facility may now need additional public support in the light of the effects of the recent 
“credit crunch” and development will almost certainly be phased with Phase 1 containing a 
new 100 bed hotel, the creative business centre and independent retail, together with high 
quality public realm.  

16.7 Additionally, land assembly is important in terms of realising ambitions for Colchester as a 
whole.  Currently the structure of land ownership is complicated and, particularly around St 
Botolph’s cultural quarter, there is an imperative to address some of the surrounding issues. 
This is particularly the case with the proposed 500,000 sq ft Vineyard Gate shopping centre 
where around 60 private property interests will need to be acquired under Compulsory 
Purchase. The Council’s preferred developer for this scheme, the Caddick Group, is 
continuing to drive this project forward with the Council’s support even in the current 
economic climate, although public funding may be sought for elements of public realm within 
the scheme. However, in order to vacate the current surface car parks upon which the new 
developments are planned, the Council needs to deliver both park and ride (in North 
Colchester) and a new multi storey car park in Magdalen Street. The latter will also require 
land assembly.  In addition a comprehensive improvements programme in respect of public 
realm in the town centre is underway, particularly in the St Botolph’s area and the Council’s 
proposal to develop a public realm strategy within the urban area will further underpin its 
desire to create good quality fully accessible public spaces which support the social and 
economic drivers.  

16.8 Most importantly, the opportunity exists in Colchester Town Centre, with perhaps £3-5 
million of early pump priming funds (to support public realm and transport improvements and 
potentially develop elements of the offer within the Cultural Quarter), to facilitate potentially 
up to £300 million of private sector investment in the Cultural Quarter, Magistrates Courts 
(likely to be a PFI project), Vineyard Gate and Britannia Works residential development. 
These developments will directly contribute only around 400 of the new homes planned for 
the central area of Colchester but will deliver all the jobs and economic benefits and 
strengthen Colchester’s long term economic potential. 

16.9 In terms of constraints, the most obvious are releasing sites for development, resolving the 
traffic and environmental issues for those using the new developments and moving around the 
town centre.    
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The most important investments proposed with an explanation of 
the role of the priority investments in the Package 

16.10 In view of the above, the key projects within the package are as follows: 

• Cultural Quarter – this project not only brings back into use a semi-derelict area in 
Colchester Town Centre, but will create an attractive area adjacent to the Firstsite 
development that is currently under construction. Overall the project will include 
units for small specialist independent retailers, bars and restaurants, creative business 
space and residential accommodation to add vitality to the area. The project is 
intended to be entirely privately funded but elements such as the creative business 
centre may need public sector pump priming and the current economic downturn 
means that a phased development will now be delivered with the hotel and creative 
business centre proposed as part of Phase 1.  

• Vineyard Gate – this project will deliver the scale and quality of new retail 
accommodation needed to enable Colchester to maintain its position as an important 
sub-regional shopping centre. The project is intended to be entirely privately funded 
but again some elements, in particular in respect of public realm, may require public 
support in order to achieve the level of quality desired and supported by the public 
through a consultation exercise in 2007. 

• St Botolph’s new multi storey car park – Town Centre regeneration projects will take 
place on the sites of a number of existing surface car parks and one multi storey car 
park. While Park and Ride is expected to replace much of this lost capacity, one new 
multi storey car park will be essential to maintaining adequate overall parking 
capacity.  The project is intended to be entirely privately funded. 

• Car parking during regeneration measures – In anticipation of the disruption caused 
by major construction work on car parking generally, and the lead in time to deliver 
the new multi storey car park, the Council will be undertaking, at its own cost, a 
number of temporary measures to manage the situation for the benefit of local traders, 
shoppers and visitors. 

• Public Realm Strategy – The Council proposes to develop a comprehensive strategy 
which will be a guidance document for all future public realm improvements to 
ensure that good quality fully accessible public realm is created across the town. This 
project is part of the Haven Gateway Green Infrastructure Strategy but is being 
managed as part of the Colchester Town Centre regeneration work.  

• St Botolph’s Public Realm improvements–Improvements to the public realm are a key 
strand of the master plan for the St Botolph’s Quarter regeneration and are already 
underway, funded through NGP 1, although it is proposed that they will tie into the 
overall Public Realm Strategy in due course.  A series of phased improvements are 
proposed aimed at linking the various component development schemes in St 
Botolph’s together, whilst enhancing and providing access to Colchester’s hidden 
heritage treasures and linking into the Council’s Cycling Town status. These include 
Colchester Castle, St Botolph’s Priory, the Roman Wall and Berryfield (the site of a 
Roman mosaic and now to be a new open space to the South of the Firstsite 
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development).  This particular project is the subject of a feasibility study funded by 
NGP round 1 revenue monies and is subject to extensive consultation with English 
Heritage, the local community, local businesses, and local educational establishments. 
Once completed, these public realm improvements will create a network of new 
pedestrian and cycle routes linking both heritage assets and new developments in the 
area.  As part of the overarching public realm strategy, they will aim to give 
Colchester Town Centre a distinctive cohesive identity. 

• St Botolph’s Priory Feasibility and Implementation – As part of the considerable 
programme of improvements to public spaces already underway in the St Botolph’s 
area, it has been recognised that the 12th Century priory and its grounds are valuable 
assets which are currently underused and where considerable social problems exist.  
Given the central position and historical value of this scheduled ancient monument, 
the Council is seeking to carry out a feasibility study and subsequently develop an  
improvements programme which will ensure this area becomes a well used and 
integral part of the Town Centre public realm. 

• Town Centre Core Improvements (feasibility and delivery) – This project will, first, 
enable identification of, and, second, achieve the delivery of, the improvements 
needed to ensure the vitality of the town centre, facilitate development of the Cultural 
Quarter and Vineyard Gate areas, and promote sustainable travel into the town centre, 
including the relocation of the temporary bus station from Queen Street to a 
permanent solution in the town centre. The project will seek to address cross town 
traffic movements which currently cause significant environmental problems in the 
narrow town centre streets such as St Botolph’s Street and aims to create a new high 
quality pedestrian-friendly environment which will rejuvenate run down tertiary 
shopping areas.  This project also proposes to address some of the existing social and 
economic issues in the Town Centre, and in particular the High Street, and the 
guidance of the proposed Public Realm Strategy will be key in delivering the high 
quality spaces referred to above.  

• Cycle town initiative – a crucial component of town centre accessibility will be 
realised through Colchester’s successful application and this initiative links into most 
of the other Town Centre projects. 

16.11 In the longer term, there may be a need to look at ways of bringing forward the Britannia 
Works site for residential development (with potential for 200 units) and to 
investigate/address the serious contamination issues affecting this former factory site.  

Timing and critical path 

16.12 Ensuring Firstsite opens with the best possible local environment (i.e. with Berryfield Park) 
and is followed as quickly as possible by the Cultural Quarter is the vital first stage in the 
regeneration effort described in this Package.  In addition it is essential that the Town Centre 
Core Project runs simultaneously in order to ensure the new developments are accessible to 
visitors and residents alike. Similarly it will be necessary for the public realm strategy to be 
completed at the earliest possible stage to ensure that public spaces are created to provide a 
unique and high quality Colchester identity.  Clearing the way for Vineyard Gate and other 
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18.21 In addition, the package includes a total of £4.5 million for studies and measures to effect the 
release of a variety of sites for development and up to £500,000 for phase 1 activity 
associated with Sudbury Town Centre. 

18.22 Apart from study results, specific Package outputs include facilitation for delivery of 
approximately 65 ha. of  new and available employment land, situated in two key Haven 
Gateway locations (in Babergh).  One of these is ideally located to serve eastern Babergh, 
Ipswich, southern mid Suffolk and the parts of Suffolk Coastal district closest to Ipswich.  
The town centre redevelopment schemes offers very substantial potential to promote the 
health of Sudbury and Stowmarket town centres and to effectively expand them, helping to 
cater for a growing local population.  The schemes could also promote local public transport 
use  and further outputs are likely to include improved local community facilities and 
services. 

18.23 To the above outputs must be added the protection of existing jobs within the Haven Gateway 
sub-region.  The retention of at least one key port shipping operator in the sub-region and the 
national / international competitive advantage of the ports themselves (particularly 
Felixstowe) need to be factored in. 

18.24 Taken overall, very early estimates suggest that the projects identified in this package have 
the potential to either deliver or support the delivery of perhaps 1,500 to 2,000 new jobs and 
over 1,000 new dwellings. 

Risks/risk mitigation 

18.25 This package carries some site specific risks mainly due to ownership issues: 

Sproughton  

18.26 Uncertainty here exists in the form of a High Court challenge by the site’s owners and 
prospective developers against the Secretary of State’s recent decision to refuse their planning 
application for large-scale residential development.  The outcome of this challenge should  be 
known before Christmas 2008.  The risk of a successful High Court challenge could serve to 
re-open a further planning appeal.  This would delay any form of physical works on the site 
being progressed until the outcome of that second appeal is known.  This also introduces the 
possible risk of withdrawal of a key site occupier (and perhaps others), who urgently require a 
new site for their Felixstowe-based operations. 

18.27 Mitigation is to be provided by the course of action outlined in this package.   

Brantham 

18.28 The risk with this site is the possible receipt of early hostile landowner / developer proposals, 
particularly for significant residential development, reflecting closely the situation at 
Sproughton.  Babergh District  Council foresaw this risk and to mitigate it, it has already 
produced a relatively detailed site-specific planning statement making its planning position 
even clearer regarding the site’s future.  The proposed package measures are also specifically 
aimed at mitigating this risk, as well as providing a sound and objective evidence base upon 
which to formulate proposals for its redevelopment.  This evidence may serve to assess any 
material submitted in support of redevelopment proposals. 
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Sudbury  

18.29 Risks identified affecting the Sudbury redevelopment include the effects of further delays 
since there have been intentions to redevelop the site for a long time and further delay could 
have a negative effect on confidence.  This could also serve to ward off any current developer 
interest in the sites.  A successful High Court challenge by a developer to construct a 
retirement complex on a key part of one of the sites (outcome to be known before Christmas 
2008) may also have a harmful effect, although this risk is not assessed as high and the 
Council has taken a series of specific actions to guard against this possibility. 
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19: Moving forward 

19.1 This document constitutes the fourth version of the Haven Gateway Integrated Development 
Programme. Although considerable progress has been made since the original draft, this 
document still continues to be work in progress. While the details of individual project 
delivery understandably continue to evolve as preparations take place and more detailed plans 
emerge, given the recent credit crunch and economic downturn, now even assumptions based 
upon economic statistics or market expectations will need close monitoring and careful 
review if this investment plan is to remain relevant. The preparation of this document and the 
recognition of the need to respond to changing economic circumstances continues to 
strengthen the Partnership’s understanding of its strengths and weaknesses and in particular 
the robustness of its economic strategy and investment planning. 

19.2 Within the Haven Gateway, partners are convinced that the new arrangement of five 
Thematic and six Spatial Packages that have been identified, are the right ones in terms of 
managing – and prioritising – the investments required to deliver substantial growth 
sustainably and well. 

19.3 The preparation of the IDP to date has helped inform our thinking in terms of our Programme 
of Development submission to Government for Growth Point Funding (where the Partnership 
identified the need for £58m of public sector investment (2008-11) and to date has secured 
£17.457m and Community Infrastructure Funding.  

19.4 However the IDP process has been an ambitious one – in concept, scope and timescale.  For 
instance, it has, for the first time, brought together the disciplines and timescales linked to 
new approaches to spatial planning and those associated with key funding cycles.  Hence the 
exercise itself has been quite challenging particularly in the context of the LDFs being at 
different stages of development (and therefore certainty). 

19.5 Partners within the Haven Gateway are committed to taking the IDP process further, in 
subsequent iterations.  This will mean, inter alia, a broadening of  its scope (by involving a 
wider range of delivery bodies) and striving to ensure that a wider range of stakeholders are 
aware of its role, purpose and importance (indeed, specific events of this nature may follow 
the public launch on 2 December 2008). 

19.6 Additionally, several of the Packages identified still need further work and elaboration, 
particularly with regard to interventions focused in later stages in the planning period, as does 
the task of scoring all the projects within the packages in accordance with the IDP toolkit.  In 
some cases, detailed work has not been possible over recent months owing to the timing of 
LDF processes.  In others, detailed technical work remains to be done within an agreed policy 
framework and/or following studies which are still awaited.  However across the Gateway, 
there is a commitment to advancing the actions set out in this document and using the IDP de 
facto as a ‘live’ project management tool. 

19.7 While the interventions identified in this IDP for Haven Gateway are not all fully developed, 
partners are convinced that those which have been specified in detail are the right ones.  
Given the scale of both opportunity and challenge that the Haven Gateway represents, it is 
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partners’ belief that – given its rigour – the IDP ought to be of serious interest to a wide range 
of different funding bodies and, equally, it ought to influence in a material way, the contents 
of the East of England’s submission to government in response to the Regional Funding 
Allocations (this is a process which will conclude in early 2009) as well as future Growth 
Point Funding, the Community Infrastructure Fund, the Regional Infrastructure Funding and 
mainstream funding and priorities from Government sponsored agencies. 

 
 




