
Strategic planning committee meeting to consider St Modwen’s application to 

redevelop Leegate held on December 16, 2015 in Lewisham Town Hall 

File note prepared by Charles Batchelor – Lee Manor Society 

The committee was considering the planning officers’ report readable at 

http://councilmeetings.lewisham.gov.uk/documents/s40441/Leegate%20Committee%20Report%20final.pdf 

Charles Batchelor represented the Society and spoke for the allotted five minutes to explain our views.  

Presentations were also made by Sarah McMichael for A Better Lee Green, and David French of Soul 

Refresh on behalf of business tenants of Leegate.   Cllr Simon Hooks summed up objections on behalf of our 

three local councillors. 

The planning officers had recommended DEFERRAL of the application to allow for a range of outstanding 

issues to considered and resolved.   These issues include ‘further details of the Burnt Ash Road public space’ 

– the public square we have been pressing for from the outset, a possible increase in the number of 

affordable homes, measures to deal with traffic congestions, deliveries and hours of operation.  After 2-1/2 

hours of presentations, discussions and questions, councillors voted unanimously in favour of deferring 

consideration of the application.  There are now likely to be several months of further discussions between 

the planners, St Modwen, Transport for London and the local community to resolve these issues. 

It was clear from the tone of councillors’ remarks and questions to St Modwen that there are many issues 

which remain of concern.  There was certainly no gung-ho feeling that this was a long-needed proposal to 

revitalise the centre and provides lots of housing and that this justified glossing over the local community’s 

reservations.  It was also clear that councillors were aware of the sensitivity of this project and the strength 

of opposition locally.  Leegate had generated the largest number of objections ever, according to Cllr Paul 

Bell.  Amanda de Rijk, chair of the committee, began by criticising the covered arcade leading to the ASDA   

store as having ‘no personality.’ It risked becoming a shopping trolley park, she said.  ‘If you [St Modwen] 

want it to be more than an entrance to the supermarket you are going to have to make it more than an 

entrance to the supermarket,” she told Killian Morris, St Modwen’s project manager.  “We are looking for 

investment and an assurance about the external public realm and the internal public realm so that this does 

not end up as the graveyard of shopping centres.” 

Other issues considered by councillors included the impact on traffic flows, pollution, the number of car 

parking spaces for shoppers.  Killian was questioned about St Modwen’s long-term commitment.  It is the 

company’s intention to sell the site to a property investment company over time, he said.  “We won’t 

dispose of it until we have carried out a successful letting [of the shopping and residential spaces] and there 

is a long-term management scheme in place.” 

Cllr Bell said he knew some local people were happy to have a second supermarket because it would be 

cheaper than Sainsbury’s.  Charles said this was a factor to be considered but it could not outweigh other 

planning concerns and if given too much weight would lead to a race to the bottom in terms of shopping 

centre development.  (We also know that some local people wanted a more up-market tenant such as 

Waitrose or Marks and Spencer for the supermarket space.) Cllr Bell said some people had complained of 

intimidation by campaigners.  Charles said the Society had never done this. 

 

 

####### 

http://councilmeetings.lewisham.gov.uk/documents/s40441/Leegate%20Committee%20Report%20final.pdf


Below is an edited version of Charles’s presentation to the committee.   

 

 

I am speaking on behalf of the Lee Manor Society which has been active in planning issues in Lee for the 

past 40 years.  We are members of the Lee Green Assembly working group and we have helped the 

Assembly formulate its position on this. 

I have lived in Lee for more than 30 years. 

This scheme seems to us to be a project that is at least 20 years out of date in terms of its transport objectives 

– large numbers of car borne shoppers. 

And at least 10 years out of date in terms of the retail world where large stores are under pressure from 

changing shopping habits. 

We have never opposed redevelopment of Leegate.  It is a blot on the landscape and has been badly 

managed by St Modwen for 20 years.  We understand the need for an anchor store. 

We have been talking to St Modwen for the past five years attempting to explain what we felt would work.  

Basically what we asked for was redevelopment appropriate to one of Lewisham’s smaller shopping centres.  

We pressed for room to be left for decent public space.  We argued for more housing than St Modwen 

originally planned.  We weren’t asking for much and that is precisely what we have got.  What have we got?  

A massive supermarket development with a few small shops stuck on the edges and a housing development 

that rises up to 10 stories across the whole site.  Do we need a second supermarket in Lee? Of course not.  

Can we object on planning grounds? Unfortunately, not.   

We had hoped the planners would reflect some of local residents concerns in their approach to this 

application.  Unfortunately, they have not.  One of our requests from the outset has been for a decent amount 

of public space.  We thought this was achievable because your core strategy development plan says “The 

emphasis within the district town centres will be to protect the existing open places from development.” Not 

“one of our aims” will be.  “The emphasis will be” Not “usually” we will or “normally” we will.  But simply 

“We will”  

One of the objectives of your Spatial Policy relating to district hubs states than an objective for Lee Green is 

to “improve civic space.” These are policies you can defend on appeal.  We are not asking you to stick your 

necks out. 

There is not much from 1960s architecture that we look on with fondness.  But what it did give use at 

Leegate was a large square and a broad pedestrian walkway through the site away from the busy roads.  Yet 

even this is to be lost in this proposal.  St Modwen claims it is increasing public space.  This is simply not 

true.  The shopping centre will lose between two-thirds and three quarters of quality public space largely 

shielded from the busy main roads.  Look at the map.  [Figure 2 on page 76 of the planners’ report to the 

committee which did not identify the pedestrian walkway as existing public space, thereby making St 

Modwen’s proposed public ‘linear square’ look more generous than it is * (see footnote)] You cannot count 

Carston Close.  It is a quiet road unconnected with the shopping centre.  What we are getting is slightly 

wider pavements all round.  All on traffic-choked streets.  We are offered a narrow linear public square 

along Burnt Ash Road.  This will be shared with a busy bus stop, delivery bays, the entrance to the 

shoppers’ car park and the entrance for delivery vehicles.  This would be joke if it were not so serious. 



The planners claim residents objected to moving the square to Burnt Ash Road.  We have never objected to 

that.  I am afraid this reflects just how little the planners have listened to local residents.  They say the 

choice of public square has “been guided by the public” That is simply not true.   

The housing provision is another glaring weakness of the scheme.  You have a target of 50 per cent of 

affordable housing.  That might be ambitious but all you are being offered is 15.7 per cent.  Your own 

advisers consider this to be reasonable.  There is clearly something wrong with the way these numbers are 

calculated if a massive development of this scale with 229 dwellings on this small site cannot deliver more 

affordable homes.   

When looking at the proposal your own property experts said the development is too big.  Your own traffic 

department as well as Transport for London have concerns about the traffic implications.  Yet none of this is 

a reason for the planners to object.  We have to ask: what would it take in terms of an unsuitable proposal 

for the planners to object? They are totally in thrall to the developer.   

Others objectors will be focusing on traffic and pollution but I will make just this point.  The applicant 

argues that this scheme will not generate much more traffic than if the existing Leegate were operating at 

full capacity.  Are they seriously telling us ASDA   and St Modwen are investing millions in a scheme that 

will generate no more activity than a 1960s shopping centre designed for 1960s levels of car ownership.  It 

defies reason. 

We understand the need for compromise but all the compromising has been done by the local community 

and none by the applicant.  We understand that the planning system has a presumption in favour of 

development.  It is already stacked against residents’ groups.  We have to live with that.  But it should not 

lead to developments that totally ignore the reasonable requests of the people who will have to live with the 

consequences.   

This scheme needs a serious rethink – a redesigned supermarket area putting some operations on first floor 

level would be a start.  This would free space at ground level for decent public space.  It has been done 

elsewhere.  What we are asking for is a design that is not skewed by the needs of a large supermarket - 

smaller, less traffic dependent and with decent public space.  We hope you will press for that.   

 

 

*  We had assumed this plan was one produced by St Modwen to play down the amount of existing public 

space and exaggerate the size of its proposed space.  However, the planning officer said this plan had been 

drawn up by the planning department.   


