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Cambridge Past, Present & Future 

Wandlebury Ring,  Gog Magog Hills,  

Babraham,  Cambridge  CB22 3AE      
  

 

Phone   01223 - 243830   

www.cambridgeppf.org 

 

Planning Policy Team 
Cambridge City Council 
The Guildhall 
Cambridge 
CB2 3QJ 

12 December 2011revA 

Dear Policy Team,  

Public Consultation Draft - Cambridge Skyline Guidance  

 
CambridgePPF - Summary 
Whilst this draft has much to recommend it, it does need considerable tightening up if it is to serve 
the purpose set out in its Paragraph 1.1.2.   
 
Developers in particular will require guidelines that are more specific, and preferably more 
quantitative, if they are to reduce the level of uncertainty as to how Local Plan Policies 3/13 and 
3/12 are to be applied.  
 
The document provides a useful summary of the current thinking about tall or taller buildings, but the 
criteria and checklists are far too conceptual and general to provide real guidance. It does not offer 
clear planning standards as to control building heights and bulk and could continue to lead to 
incremental rise of overall heights as recently experienced within the City. 
Therefore CambridgePPF advises that this document is fundamentally unwise. 
 
It is considered a mistake to define how a tall or taller building might be acceptable as the height of 
storeys significantly varies between commercial (office, clinical, shop floors) and domestic/ 
residential storeys. The guidance should be more specific regarding different areas of the city but 
defined in ‘qualitative’ terms and by height and context rather than number of storeys. 
 
Defining how a tall or taller building might be acceptable and in what location may be a mistake in 
that it will encourage developers freely to make proposals in all the locations and up to the stated 
limits. It will also distort land values. 
 
CambridgePPF considers the draft Cambridge Skyline Guidance documentation as far too 
inadequate and unacceptable. 
 

 Provided it is in the right location a tall or taller building may enhance an approach to the city or 
sense of place in a neighbourhood and the skyline. However land mark building does not 
necessarily have to be tall or taller than its surroundings. The guidance should justify the need 
for tall or taller and/or bulky buildings in the first place. There should be a presumption 
against any proposal for a tall or  taller buildings in the Historic Core and other designated 
Conservation Areas unless a developer can demonstrate exceptionally strong reasons for 
acceptance. 
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 The Guidance requires more clarity and is insufficiently detailed to achieve the high quality 
developments Cambridge deserves – a tall or taller building should only be acceptable if it 
provides significant improvement and redefines a character of an area in a beneficial way. 

 Building must be elegant – appropriate and imaginative at ground level as well as at roof top 
level – in particular within the heritage environments improved articulation is required 

 Its mass and height must be appropriate to its surroundings 

 It should provide a real enhancement to the nearby community 

 A large or taller building – particularly for residential use – must demonstrate that cohesive 
communities can be formed and no social deprivation might occur.   

 The adequacy of the existing infrastructure needs to be ascertained and sustainable transport 
must be available or delivered at start of any development  (including local services, 
transport, social/ community facilities, green spaces etc)  

It must not for example: 

 adversely impact on the character of adjacent or nearby Protected Open Spaces/green 
spaces, the River Cam corridor and important local and long distances views and 
panoramas. To date potential adverse impact such as on Cambridge’s Green Belt, 
Commons, Registered Historic Park & Gardens as well as other green spaces is insufficiently 
considered. 

 Adversely affect the micro-climate particularly at ground level. 

 The guidance should be of a strong material consideration to be effective and support and 
enhance the quality of the city’s environment – in particular where the historic environment is 
affected. The document must have a much more elevated position in the planning process (i.e of 
full material consideration). 

 The thresholds stated when the skyline guidance comes in to play are too weak. If such is used it 
needs to come into force at lower buildings heights as Cambridge is a low rise city.  

 Low carbon footprint of buildings is essential as well as scale of roof-top features and nature of 
cladding needs to be high quality and within permitted development heights – more consideration 
required to achieve high quality. 

 Although some view points are located outside the city, the guidance does not cover the areas of 
the city administered by South Cambridge District Council i.e. not only the new urban extension/ 
major development sites already identified in the current Cambridge City Local Plan but also parts 
of Cherry Hinton, Orchard Park, Chesterton Fen, Trumpington etc. The SCDC Policy Team must 
be involved to get a strong overarching guidance into place. 

 Any new clusters or accumulation of tall or taller buildings should be undertaken in conjunction 
with an overarching guiding document such as Area Action Plans and wide public consultation – at 
neighbourhood scale but also Cambridge City/ SCDC-wide. If a tall/taller building is being 
proposed in an area without any tall buildings a much more detailed consideration and long-term 
impact analysis must be carried out. 

Discussion 
 

Positives: 

 Surely we can all support the Vision for the Cambridge Skyline Guidance (1.3.1) – to maintain the 
overall character and qualities of the Cambridge skyline as the City continues to grow and develop 
into the future.  It would be good if a little more ambition could be shown so that it sought to 
enhance rather than just maintain. 

 It sets out the existing baseline situation in relation to the landscape character and townscape of 
Cambridge (Section 3) 

 The coverage of the assessment criteria is good as is the consideration of each topic – what is 
lacking are a set of more specific measures. 
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Negatives: 
The Breadth of the Guidance: 

- The purpose, as stated in Paragraph 1.1.2, is to set out in more detail how Policy 3/13 can be 
applied for tall buildings or those of significant massing in the City. However the guidance 
focuses predominantly on tall buildings with only incidental reference to buildings of 
significant mass.  The City needs clear guidance on how any building that for reasons of 
height, scale or mass, stands out conspicuously from the general character of its 
surroundings. Buildings of excessive mass, scale or poor quality design can be every bit as 
intrusive as buildings of exceptional height, and they should be included in a broader 
guidance. Paragraph 4.4.17 talks about producing a separate “building mass strategy”, but 
why not incorporate this within one set of guidelines? 

 Regret that public consultation does not cover the illustrations as many errors and 
omissions 

 Needs to be more quantitative not just qualitative. 

 

Above: Bulky buildings now domineering the skyline – from Cambridge Leisure to CB1/ station 
area  - all well above the tree line (photo taken by CambridgePPF from Limekiln Hill – Nov2011). 

Below: Addenbrooke’s Hospital  and edge of city - low rise (2 storey residential) edge with the 
countryside/ Green belt works well (photo taken by CambridgePPF from Limekiln Hill – Nov2011). 
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General Policy  

The Title of the Guidance: 
- The title should be broadened along the lines of Cambridge Guidance for the Assessment of 

Prominent Buildings.  Prominent buildings should then be defined as any building that for 
reasons of height, scale or mass, stands out conspicuously from the general character of its 
surroundings.  Certainly the reference to Skyline in the title implies distant panoramas 
alluding to views of dramatic silhouettes of tall buildings – perhaps the last thing residents of 
Cambridge wish for. The inappropriate title of the guidance needs review. 

 
Clarity of the Guidance: 

- Other than the loose statement in Paragraph 4.4.12 that tall buildings in the core area are 
“unlikely to be supported”, the guidance gives little indication as to whether or not tall 
buildings will be approved in Cambridge, and what the conditions are for achieving such 
approval. A more rigorous, unambiguous, statement is required along the lines of: 
There will be a presumption against the approval of buildings that for reasons of height, scale 
or mass, stand out conspicuously from the general character of their surroundings in the 
central Historic Core of the city, in Conservation Areas, and on higher ground where their 
positioning may accentuate their size. Approval will be granted in these sensitive sites only 
under exceptional circumstances with the clear demonstration of an over-riding public benefit. 

- This statement shows unambiguously that tall or massive buildings will not generally 
be approved in sensitive areas: All designated Conservation Areas are included along 
with the Historic Core. 

 
Application of the Guidance: 

- The many considerations and assessment criteria in Section 4 only apply to buildings that 
are ‘significantly taller’ than their surroundings. Without the definition of ‘significant’ it is 
difficult to see how the guidance can be applied. Will in time incremental heights achieved? 

- Paragraph 1.5.6 is too vague and permissive – it states that the guidance would be 
triggered for any proposal of 7 storeys (22m) or more in the core area of the city, and for 
buildings of 4 – 6 storeys (16m) when close to heritage assets or cherished views. It would 
also be triggered for buildings of 5 storeys or more in the suburbs.  A set height is desirable 
for clarity, but risks omitting lower buildings that may be unacceptably intrusive in their 
surroundings – for example, the Hilton Doubletree Hotel extension which is lower than the 
proposed trigger but adjacent to special spaces the Green Belt/ Common/ Protected Open 
Space.  

- Could the building height thresholds be reduced?  Given that the overarching character 
of the City is low rise, punctuated by few taller buildings, the thresholds should seek to 
protect this as their starting point. 

- Use the number of storeys as the trigger is inappropriate.  The ceiling heights of 
commercial buildings are greater than for residential buildings to accommodate the 
services and ducting behind a false ceiling, so total height in metres should be used.  

- The stated heights of proposed buildings are often exceeded because of the unsightly 
positioning of plant and telecommunications facilities on rooftops. Paragraph 4.4.16 is 
welcome but it merely states the obvious – we need a definitive statement that building 
services are generally not acceptable on rooftops where they add to the height of the 
building. Could the guidance give greater attention to the articulation of roofscapes 
(ref para 4.4.16), particularly on larger building blocks and forms such as at CB1 to ensure 
retention of the detailed and complex roofscape of the City that exists? 

- Could the guidance be more protective in respect of the historic core and only 
permit tall buildings (over the thresholds – see below) in exceptional circumstances 
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where detailed consideration has been given and there is a positive contribution to the 
City’s skyline?  This should cover all Conservation Areas. 

 
 
Justification for a Tall Building: 

The first assessment criteria must be an unambiguous statement by the developers why their 
proposal needs to be tall or massive.  There are perfectly good justifications – a landmark 
building or a gateway – but all too often it is just the ego of the architect who wants to make a 
statement the rest of us don’t want to see.  There needs to be a compelling reason / very 
good case expressed as a manifest public benefit. A landmark can also be achieved by not 
building tall nor bulky (i.e. more place-making or place marking). On the other hand 
inspirational well designed buildings or iconic gateways might actually improve the skyline of 
Cambridge.  

The guidance should also recognise that a higher density of residential occupation can be 
achieved through well designed 3 – 4 storey buildings than through high-rise as clearly 
demonstrated in by one speaker at CambridgePPF’s workshop (see: 
http://www.damtp.cam.ac.uk/user/pvl/TALL/ ) 

- must be of a much higher standards than that of any other buildings (‘a tall bad building is 
far worse than anything else’) – i.e. it must be of exceptional design, have elegance, grace 
and real benefits for local people and be of low impact. 

- Equally it must demonstrate that adequate infrastructure is functional at time of completion of 
a tall building and no later. 
 

 
Clustering of Tall Buildings: 

- The guidance contains nothing about the clustering of tall buildings.  What must at all costs 
be avoided is the drip-feed approval of emergent buildings scattered across the city in an 
unplanned and uncoordinated way.  Instead the guidance should identify locations where tall 
buildings may be appropriate so as to encourage their clustering.  Possible locations might be 
CB1, East Cambridge, Addenbrookes Medipark etc – proper master-planning is essential to 
avoid further ad-hoc integration of large or tall buildings and discussion if such is desirable? 
 

 The clustering of tall buildings implies zoning, yet Paragraph 2.3.2 states that a “zoning-based 
approach” should be avoided on the spurious grounds that it might be detrimental to the 
character and appearance of certain areas if they are targeted for the excessive development 
of tall buildings. By encouraging tall buildings into certain areas where their presence might 
actually reinvigorate and enhance the locality, this concern can be overcome. What must be 
avoided is the scatter-gun approach that has ruined so many cities. Accumulation of tall/ 
massive building will have an impact and as such not sufficiently discussed and given 
weight within the document. Should the guidance promote areas where taller buildings 
would be acceptable rather than applying a blanket approach across the City? The current 
approach does not provide any clarity to developers and could result in tall buildings being 
promoted ad hoc at locations across the City without any geographic co-ordination. A public 
consultaion must be integral in establishing any clusters or similar. 

Iconic Views: 

 The guidance should seek to identify the most important views within the city that are a 
fundamental part of its heritage – for example, the College Backs, the view up Kings Parade, 
the view along the River Corridor etc. A short discrete list of such views should be drawn up 
with the stipulation that no new building will be approved that interrupts or degrades these 
views.  This is more than just identifying view cones and vistas – these should be much more 
protected views.  Other cities, including London, has protected views so why not Cambridge? 
Although in London a lot of formal view are protected – Cambridge’s informal ones are equally 
worthy of preserving and enhancing. 

http://www.damtp.cam.ac.uk/user/pvl/TALL/
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 Given the importance of managing the development of tall buildings in a city like 
Cambridge that has a great deal of heritage assets and that so much of the local 
economy is driven by these, could the guidance be adopted and given greater statutory 
weight?  If not, why not? Or will guidance work in the interim and how with the Local Plan 
Review? CambridgePPF considers it as essential that a strong adopted guidance is being 
prepared at an early stage to ensure quality development of Cambridge. 

Impact on green spaces and waterscape 

 The guidance must ensure that there are no tall/ massive buildings nearby or next to 
Commons, Registered Historic Park & Gardens and River Corridor and Green Belt areas 
– or even all Protected Open Spaces within the City? Impact of tall buildings on green 
spaces needs stronger discussion to avoid issues e.g. Varsity Hotel at Thompson Lane extreme 
adverse impact on Jesus Green and general city skyline. Para 3.7.1 – definition and 
characterisation of green fingers and commons to date insufficient and need clearer description 
to sustain their quality – some are more urban green spaces e.g. Jesus Green/ Midsummer 
Common whereby Coe Fen/ Lammas Land, New Bit, Empty Common, Ditton Meadow are more 
rural and their character requires much more protection. Thus the setting of the commons and 
green spaces need defining, protecting and enhancing. 

 Additional important view corridors should be added – the whole length of the River Cam 
corridor between M11 and the A11 -  in particular view corridor along Grantchester Meadows 
(should this be made into a Protected View?) and views along commons and large green 
spaces adjacent to the River Cam. 

Social coherence 

 Tall and massive building complexes must be designed to create ‘mixed and balanced’ 
communities in tall buildings. It has to work for those who use / live in these buildings and those 
who live and work nearby. 

 Any residential building needs to provide family accommodation not just small apartments. This 
may help a city to grow without ongoing need for the city to spread.   

 There must be a proper community consultation. 

 

Environmental Impact   

 energy generating aspects are not adequately discussed and their visual / noise etc impact 
such as solar/ PV and wind generators. If the guidance is about skylines and not just tall 
buildings, materials should be an important consideration. The buildings must be capable of 
delivering low or zero carbon standards. 

General other 

 Materials - Does the document currently sufficiently considers roofing materials (tiles, slate, 
grass/ green roof solution etc)?  West Cambridge’s pale blue/ grey/ white cladding not 
necessarily positively contribute to the setting of the edge of the city – particularly during the 
autumn/winter/early spring season. 

 What happens with tall building not in use (Norwich has such problem)? – How can one 
achieve any of such becoming a blight on the townscape if economic climate/ ownership are 
not conducive? 
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Other comments 

P6 1.4.1 Last bullet – should include ‘tall’ and ‘bulky’ buildings 
 1.5.3 Definition of tall building gives the emphasis on Skyline, which is not 

the only issue but moreover the issue of local impact on the character 
of the surrounding area. 

P7 1.6.1 Seminar held by CambridgePPF was supported not by the Royal 
Society but by the RSA and University of Cambridge 

P8 1.5.6 Will any other AAPs written – e.g. Chesterton Sidings etc thus need to 
refer to potential future AAPs in this paragraph 

P15 3.2.2 Western city ridges’ height need to be stipulated: 
North of Coton- Madingley Cemetery =  60m AOD 
South of Coton – Red Meadow Hill – Coton Countryside Reserve = 45  
m AOD 

 3.7.3 Botanic Garden  (no s at end) 
 3.8.1 Backs – see comments under Glossary  
P19 3.8.1 Should read Registered Historic Park & Gardens 
P23 3.10.4 Tree-lined approaches –  

Also need to include Milton Road and Newmarket Road 
  River Approaches 

- the entire length of the River cam should be listed as special up and 
down-stream between M11 and A11 

 3.10.5 Its four approached studies 
 3.10.6 Details of roads required here 
 3.11.3 in relation to all buildings need to give heights in metres and specify if 

residential or commercial buildings 
P26 3.11.8 Area around Arbury/ Kings Hedges not fully analised as some larger 

buildings are present 
 3.11.9 Trees – need to relate species choice to commercial and 

residential floor heights  - usually commercial buildings higher than 4 
storeys and residential buildings higher than 5 storeys are well above 
tree line (i.e. mature forest-scale tree species such as ash, oak, 
beech). In relation to the edge of the Green Belt CambridgePPF 
generally considers 4 storeys and more as unacceptable edge to the 
rural/urban fringe edge/ Green Belt. 

P27 3.11.11 Little Trees – is the highest point on the Magog Down (note not Gog 
Magog Downs); a good view is also from Wandlebury Country Park – 
from area close to Trevelyan Gate / bus stop 

 3.12 List all building heights in metres above ground level; 
Postwar – add the Møller Centre (Churchill College) 

 3.13.4 Long-medium distance views towards Cambridge 
(i) – see spelling as per 3.11.11 Magog Down, add Wandlebury 

Country Park – Trevelyan Gate view 
(iii) – add views from north – Milton Rubbish Tip (a future recreational 
site?); approach along Mere Way needs to ? 
(v)  - Grantchester Meadows – both add lower and upper levels; add 

view from North along A14 (for details see notes Figure 3.6 
Strategic Views) 

P31 3.13.5  Should read Stourbridge Common & Fen Ditton Meadows 

 Add River Cam Corridor   
 3.13.7 Green Infrastructural links should be added as important and in relation 

to sites/ approach routes identified by the Cambridgeshire Green 
Infrastructure Strategy 2011 and Cambridge City Council’s Nature 
Conservation Strategy. 



                                                                              Cambridge Past, Present & Future  -  page 1  of  9 

This must include also non-vehicular routes which favour sustainable 
modes of transport such as walking, cycling and horse riding 

 Local routes such as The Tins (Cherry Hinton/ Church End to City) 

 Harcomlow Way/ Wimpole Way (Coton/ Coton Countryside 
Reserve to City) 

 Mere Way 

 Other current and new recreational links between the countryside 
and City 

P37 4.4.1 Other criteria should be considered: 
Space between buildings and their quality (from streets, green spaces 
and squares) – how will the micro-climate be affected at ground-level 
(particularly if several large or tall buildings)? Criteria must be set in 
relation to overshadowing and wind-tunnel effects (see also later para 
4.4.20) 

P38 4.4.3 Should also cover situation where a new tall building is proposed to an 
existing single or cluster buildings – a clause to that effect must be 
added 

 4.4.5 Illustrate examples covering vistas, panoramas, view corridors 
 4.4.13 Add “Registered Historic Park and Gardens”; ref Listed Building use 

capitals as per other designations 
 4.4.16 Welcome consideration of roof-top plants however much clearer 

guidance on acceptance required and that maximum building height 
must include top of roof-top plant etc. – see comments made right 
above 

P41 4.4.20 Accurate wind and shadow studies – highlight suitable reference to 
work to so that all applications/ applicants follow same and agreed 
technique 

 Criteria 
4 

Need to highlight also the biodiversity opportunities such as green roof, 
potential for swift/ red start habitats etc (refer also to Nature 
Conservation Strategy) 
See also other comments made above. 

Glossary  – need to define: 

 “substantially higher” – this needs much clearer definition 

 Heritage asset (ref 1.5.6) – requires definition as well a clear indication by 
when they will be listed. What will be the void with no adopted listings in 
place in the next months and protecting special spaces and buildings?  

 (College) Backs (ref 3.7+) or sometime listed in document as Backs or 
back – please check 

 Commons – some are only commons some are Commons and more 
protected – which are meant? Should refer to Protected Open Space  

 Recognised (no z) 

 Historic Core 

 Storey heights – commercial (including clinical etc) versus residential – 
detail clarification  

 
  Note – illustrations not part of the public consultation (but via Design & 

Conservation Panel) 
Figures 3.1 Topography 

Needs more detailing to clearly show low and high points and needs to 
be combined with strategic views/ Figure 3.6 (as mostly from high 
points); 
Milton Rubbish Tip not shown (long-term probably a future public green 
space? 

 3.2 Open Space & Water Bodies 
Blue colours need better defining a difficult to differentiate 
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Cambridge Past, Present & Future —    
a charity of over 1,700 members working to keep Cambridge and its surroundings special by positively 
influencing planning developments, delivering environmental education and managing the green spaces and 
historic buildings in its care τ for the benefit of all.  
 

Registered Charity No. 204121.  Non-profit making company limited by guarantee, registered in England No. No 239835.  

 3.3 Heritage assets 
Conservation Areas covering green space areas not shown (e.g. 
Stourbridge Common, Coe Fen) 
Historic Core must be shown to highlight difference with those 
Conservation Areas lying outside 

 3.4 Missing? 
 3.5 Landmark Buildings 

 Needs to show height for each building and as such colour coded 
(referring to storey height and not if in city centre or not) 

 Suggest changing title of document to tall building (as a landmark 
building can be much shorter) 

 Suggest inset to cover the entire “Historic Core” not just the city 
centre 

 3.6 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Other 
3.6 
Figure 

City Approaches 

 Roads from Fen Ditton as well as Airport Way (west of Teversham) 
need to be highlighted as major road 

 Green finger approaches – needs to include other strategic open 
space within city and adjacent – e.g. Milton Country Park, 
Teversham Drift/Airport area etc  (see Cambridge City Council – 
Nature Conservation Strategy – Figure 2 
http://lnr.cambridge.gov.uk/uploads/Nature%20Conservation%20Strategy%20Sept%2006%20(Section%20A).pdf 

 also Cambridgeshire Green Infrastructure Strategy 
http://www.cambridgeshirehorizons.co.uk/our_challenge/GIS.aspx 

 Label Fen River Way/ Harcomlow/Wimpole Way etc 
 
Strategic Viewpoints 

 map(s) should highlighted strategic views – i.e. refine in relation 
to para 4.4.5 vista, panorama, view corridor; must also have a 
detailed map covering the built up areas of the City as internal 
views (some iconic) are missing 

 viewpoint 11 – should have one at Ditton Meadows (railway 
bridge in way of view cone) and another one covering 
Stourbridge Common 

 viewpoints  from A14 North missing – e.g. Madingley 
Crematorium approach to city and M11 to NW of Cambridge – the 
NW Cambridge Area Action Plan refers to such and that views and 
setting of Cambridge need to be kept… Ditto ref A14 section north 
of Teversham to Milton. More detailed discussions are required. 

 3.7 Photographs 

 Need to have good & bad examples of tall/ massive buildings in 
Cambridge 

 Clearer detailing of façade detailing – unsightly façades such as 
West Cambridge cladding are less desirable to edges of Green 
Belt/ countryside/ and other green spaces. It is essential to 
highlight examples of good and bad façade detailing. 

 
 

  Missing map 
Explaining where bulky buildings are already located/ consent given. 

http://lnr.cambridge.gov.uk/uploads/Nature%20Conservation%20Strategy%20Sept%2006%20(Section%20A).pdf
http://www.cambridgeshirehorizons.co.uk/our_challenge/GIS.aspx

