
 

 

welcome 

INTRODUCTION 
 

 This exhibition has been prepared to inform and engage the Leith community about the emerging development proposal at 1-
5 Baltic Street and 7-27 Constitution Street, Edinburgh. 

 
 Location 
 The site is located in the historic core of Leith, some 2km from the centre of Edinburgh.  The site forms the majority of a block 

laid out in the late 18th Century to service the rapidly expanding Leith Docks.  It is bounded to the south by Baltic Street, and 
to the west by Constitution Street.  When laid out it was bounded to the east by North Assembly Street (which was “stopped 
up” by an Act of Parliament in the late 19th Century) and a branch of the Edinburgh and Dalkeith Railway to the North, on the 
site of what is now an extension of Tower Street. 

 
 Process 
  
 Sundial Properties entered a contract to buy 1-5 Baltic Street in 2018 and in September 2018 lodged a PAN (reference 

18/07468/PAN) proposing residential development of the site.  Whilst the public response to the PAN was almost wholly 
positive an increasing number of obstacles to the proposed development emerged.  These could be grouped as follows: 

 
  ● Structural problems with the listed buildings and the difficulty of converting them for conventional residential use.   
  ● The costs of remediation of historic contamination from the former gasworks 
  ● Environmental issues such as noise, air quality and vibration arising from the adjacent scrap yard 
  ● The costs and limitations (reasonably) required when developing new buildings within a conservation area adjacent to a  
   category A listed building (the Corn Exchange) 
 
   

 We concluded that  re-development and re-use of the listed buildings was economically im-
possible without a major change in strategy.   

 
 We therefore began to consider a completely different approach, based around acquiring 

the adjacent scrap yard site and pursuing a mixed use development anchored by  Purpose 
Built Student Accommodation (“PBSA”).   The accommodation will be professionally man-
aged and occupied by postgraduate students. 

 
 A legal agreement to purchase the scrapyard site was entered into in October, 2019.  A new 

PAN (reference 19/04966/PAN) was approved on 31st October 2019 .  The purpose of this 
exhibition is to explain the unique character of the site and our proposed redevelopment of 
it. 

  
 There are comment sheets available and we would be grateful if you could complete one 

before leaving 
 

 Details of this development, including this public event have been forwarded to the relevant 
local councillors, Leith Neighbourhood Partnership, Leith Harbour and Newhaven Communi-
ty Council and Leith Links Community Council. 
 



 

 

About Us 

Sundial Properties 
 

Sundial Properties is a family-owned, Edinburgh-based property company, with a track record stretching back for over 40 years. In that pe-
riod we have established a first class reputation with both purchasers and property market professionals for imaginative and sympathetic 
developments within a broad range of historically important buildings. 

 
 We believe that most people would prefer to live in buildings which sit comfortably within their environment, whether they be historic or 

new. We therefore look to enhance, rather than obscure, the history of sites which we develop. 
 
Track Record  
 Over the past 20 years the company has developed over 80 listed buildings within Edinburgh and Leith, and has developed or is developing 

a total of almost 900,000 sq ft. of property, most of it listed. We are particularly proud of our work in Leith, including the redevelopment of 
the former Leith Academy (completed in 2016), the former Leith Hospital (completed in 2002), and a former warehouse at 95 Constitution 
Street (completed in 2001). 

 
 Whilst many of our developments have been of Georgian and Victorian buildings we have also developed buildings such as the strikingly 

modern 23 Ravelston Terrace (completed in 2012).   The common factor between all of our developments is an entirely bespoke approach 
to the specific context of the building or site.  

 
 We believe that the former Edinburgh and Leith Gasworks provides a uniquely exciting opportunity to celebrate and breathe new life into 

an important part of Leith’s industrial heritage.   



 

 

History of the site 

1560 

The application site, outlined in red on the maps on this page, lay 

just outside the historic core of Leith, immediately to the south of 

Leith Sands.  It is easy to forget that everything north of the site is 

reclaimed land, although something of the lost character of the 

foreshore can be captured in the drawing by Walter Geikie from 

the City Collection copied below.  The prominent cone shaped 

buildings are the kilns of the Edinburgh Glassworks, which lay just 

to the east of the site.   

1852 

By 1852, after a period of rapid expansion, the 

cathedral-like western gasometer building was 

complete and South Leith Station was supply-

ing coal to the gasworks and a new coal yard 

on the site of the former naval yard.  The pho-

tograph of South Leith Station is later, but 

shows the processing buildings on the North 

of the site.   

1892 

An 1892 Insurance Plan held in the British Li-

brary provides a detailed record of the com-

plex processes involved.  This was a period of 

rapidly increasing demand which required sig-

nificant expansion.  The gasworks first ac-

quired the adjacent glassworks site, but ulti-

mately moved to Granton.  The photograph is  

of the slightly later Granton retort house.  A 

granary now occupies the west of the site. 

1933 

By 1933 both the gasworks and the adjacent 

glassworks had been taken over as a timber 

yard by Garland & Roger Limited.  Demolitions 

on the gasworks site were relatively limited 

with the retort house, for example, being used 

as a sawmill.  The aerial photograph shows the 

extent to which the gasworks buildings sur-

vived. 

1794 

By 1794 the expansion of Leith was well un-

derway.  The current street plan is clearly indi-

cated on Aitchison’s plan and the glassworks is 

beginning to expand.    The site itself is largely 

undeveloped, although feus have been laid 

out, with some building on Baltic Street.  Leith 

Races, which took place on the beach to the 

north, was one of the highlights of the Scottish 

year. (illustrated far right) 

1828 

Hunter and Smith’s plan of 1828 is notable for 

showing the earliest development of the gas-

works, with a substantial naval yard to the 

west.   The railway had yet to be built.  By 

1837, the date of the engraving to the right, 

the gasworks has expanded considerably and 

was now served by a branch of the Edinburgh 

and Dalkeith Railway. It is remarkable how 

little this east façade has changed since then. 

Current 

The granary buildings on Constitution Street 

were demolished in the 1970s and the vacant 

plot became the base for a scrapyard.  Further 

demolitions were undertaken in the gasworks 

site, most notably the removal of the upper 

2/3rds of the main gasometer building.  The 

listed gasworks buildings are virtually all now 

vacant and a number of them at significant 

risk. 



 

 

Coal gas production 

The Origins of Coal Gas 

Gas was first produced from coal in 1792 by William Murdoch, a native of Cumnock in Ayrshire who at the time was working for Boulton & Watt in England. He ini-

tially produced enough gas to light a single room at his house in Redruth in Cornwall, and by 1798 he had installed an experimental gas lighting system in the Boul-

ton & Watt works in Birmingham. 

Within a few years, Boulton & Watt were selling entire gas lighting systems to cotton mills, where the combination of lighting by candles and oil from the cotton had 

led to many fires. 

The idea of a public gas supply came from a German, Fredericht Albrecht Winzer, who in 1812 formed the Chartered Gas Light and Coke Company in London. By 

1815, London was home to 26 miles of gas pipe and in 1817 the first Scottish public gas supply was established in Glasgow, with Edinburgh following a year later. 

Coal Gas in Edinburgh 
The first gas was distributed to people in Edinburgh in 1818 by the Edinburgh Gas Light Company when the gas works on New Street was established in the city just off 

the Canongate.  The Leith Gas Light Company was later formed in 1823, with  petitions for the construction of the original gasometer house submitted to the Leith Dean 

of Guild in 1829. 

Leith had grown to a burgh by 1833, not being merged with Edinburgh 

until 1920, and the gas works was therefore built to meet the increasing 

demand for gas for the growing population. 

At the time of its construction, the gas works was located along the 

coast of the Firth of Forth just to the east of the mouth of the Water of 

Leith.  A branch of the Edinburgh and Dalkeith Railway was built in circa 

1835 to the north of the site, in the small area of land between the site 

and the coast.   

The construction of the railway line was essential for the operation of 

the gas works as it required large amounts of coal to be brought into the 

site, which at the time was only possible via railway. 

The railway was subsequently subsumed by the North British Railway. 

Development of the Industry 

The development of gas lighting in the nineteenth century had a dramatic impact on the domestic and working lives of the people of Britain. Gas lighting was a 

far more efficient and economic form of lighting than oil lighting that preceded it. Subsequently gas was used for other purposes such as cooking and heating. 

By 1826 almost every city and large town in Britain had a gas works, primarily for lighting the streets. In these towns, public buildings, shops and larger houses 

generally had gas lighting but it was not until the last quarter of the nineteenth century that most working people could afford to light their homes with gas. 

London’s Reform Club was the first kitchen to install gas cookers in 1841, however 

the use of gas for cooking was slow to gain acceptance. Gas cookers were amongst 

the modern innovations on display at the Great Exhibition of 1851 which increased 

their popularity amongst wealthier households.. 

Between 1850 and 1900, the price of gas halved. Lighting was still the chief domestic 

application of gas but several important innovations brought a wider range of gas ap-

pliances into the middle class home in the late nineteenth century.  

The use of gas for heating bath water largely rested on the introduction of Dr Bun-

sen’s atmospheric burner in the 1860s. By combining air with the gas, the Bunsen 

burner transformed the yellow, luminescent flame into a hot blue flame capable of 

generating considerable heat. Atmospheric burners were also applied to cookers, 

heating stoves and even laundry irons.  

The use of gas for cooking had to overcome the innate conservatism of the average 

middle class householder – and of their cooks - but from the mid-1880s, gas compa-

nies began to stage cooking demonstrations to overcome popular prejudices. The re-

sult was a significant rise in cooking by gas at the end of the century and in Bristol, for example, gas cookers were used in 40% of households by 1908.  

The invention of the oven thermostat in 1923 revolutionised domestic cookery and further popularised the gas cooker. 

Coal remained the preferred method of heating homes well into the twentieth century. By 1905, the introduction of ceramic radiant fires made gas heating an 

option for many homes and improvements in the 1950s led to convector fires. 

The gas industry in Britain was nationalised in 1948 and then privatised in 1986. Natural gas replaced coal gas in the 1960s and 70s 

 

. 

Working Conditions 

Working in the gas industry was hard and often dangerous. 

The retorts had to be filled or ‘charged’ with coal by hand 

which was tough, back-breaking work. Although larger gas 

works introduced mechanical charging and vertical or in-

clined retorts from the late -nineteenth century, hand 

charging continued at smaller gas works until the 1960s. 

The waste products produced by the gas industry such as 

coal tar, foul lime and spent oxide contaminated the sites of 

former gas works. Public concern about the level of pollu-

tion and the quality of the gas culminated in a raft of legis-

lation which sought to regulate the financial accountability 

and environmental impact of Victorian gas companies. 

A strike at the Leith Gasworks by 156 men was widely re-

ported in 1888.  The strike was called after a wage rise for 

the retort men was not extended to the yard and street la-

bourers, who were stated to work a 56 hour week. 

The introduction of town gas brought remarkable 

changes to Britain’s cities. 

Rowlandson’s cartoon of 1809 shows Pall Mall, the 

first street where gas was used for illumination.   

The sightseers are amazed by the novelty of the 

spectacle.   

A fashionable gentleman is attempting to explain the 

science of gas making to his elegant companion.   

An Irish visitor exclaims “Arrah, honey, if this man 

brings fire through water we shall soon have the 

Thames and the Liffey burnt down, and all the pretty 

little herrings and whales burnt to cinders!” 

A more disreputable passer by reflects that the new 

light might expose his business with his companion. 



 

 

Town Gas—the process 
Location 

Early gas works needed a supply of coal and a means of transporting away waste products. The first phase of construction of the Leith Gas Works took place shortly before  

the arrival of the railway line built directly adjacent to the site to the north, satisfying the need to transport large quantities of coal into the and take by-products of the gas 

production as well as other materials away. 

A further factor would have been its proximity to sea level. 

Gas is lighter than air and rises with altitude, so it was nec-

essary to site gas works at the lowest point in an area to 

avoid having to pressurise the system with pumps. 

 

 

 

 

 

The Process 

The basic process for making gas from coal used in the early 19th century remained 

essentially unchanged right through until the last coal gas works closed in the 1970s.. 

1) Coal in a closed tube called a retort was heated in a furnace. The gasses given off 

– mainly hydrogen and carbon monoxide – passed through a water trap 

(“hydraulic main”)  

2) The gases were then cooled in a condenser, where tar and some other liquids 

were removed. 

3) The gas then passed through a purifier to remove sulphur compounds and other 

impurities. 

4) The gas was then either used or stored in a gas holder. Later in the 19th century, 

steam driven exhausters were introduced to pump the gas through the gas works 

and into the mains system. 

 

At Baltic Street the buildings changed use over time, but the 1892 Insurance map pro-

vides a snapshot of the processes undertaken on the site at the time of peak produc-

tion. 

 

Retort Houses 

Retort houses generally had ventilated roofs with raised sections, although these were often replaced if the building 

was adapted for later use. 

The earliest retort house building on Baltic Street were those located in the North East corner of the site.  As the scale 

of production grew part of the western gas holder building was put into use as a retort house. 

As the 19th Century progressed, increasingly ingenious mechanical means of “charging” the retorts were devised, but  

manual labour remained an essential  part of the process. 

Exhauster 

The exhauster was a pump used to pressurise the gas  after it was  extracted from the coal and was crucial in pre-

venting the build up of carbon within the retorts.  At Baltic Street the exhauster house lay to the north of the main re-

tort house, with the gas being pressurised before entering the open-air condensers. 

 

Purifying Buildings 

From the condensers, the gas travelled into the purifying buildings to the north of the site.  Generally smaller than the retort 

house and located alongside it, this building housed the equipment and (often) the chemicals used in the purification process.   

 

Coal Stores 

Wet coal impaired the efficiency of the gas production process so it was usual to store large quantities it in a covered shed. A sub-

stantial proportion of the Baltic Street site was devoted to such stores.  As the efficiency of the process improved the proportion 

of gas storage to coal storage decreased, as the retorts were capable of providing gas on a “just in time” basis, as it was more effi-

cient to store coal than gas. 

 

Gas Holders 

Closed cylindrical vessels have been used for the storage of gas almost from the birth of the industry. Gas holders were made of wrought iron (later steel), supported above a 

tank of water by the pressure of the gas within. Early examples were usually sited underground but by the mid-nineteenth century, telescopic gas holders, which became a 

familiar feature of the urban landscape, were in use. 

In Leith the gas holders were contained within stone buildings, unlike the company’s later facility at Granton where the exposed gas holders were a significant city landmark.  

Storing the highly explosive gas within  stone buildings showed the confidence of the engineers in the safety of the process. 



 

 

Photographic Record—Comparative Images 

The former  North Assembly Street is now derelict and closed up. The eastern façade of the retort house is largely unaltered, with the taller 

original gasometer to the left of the stump of the later (secondary) chimney 

The roof and upper levels of the gasometer were removed in the early 1980s, 

although 2 storeys of the later Baltic Street façade were retained. 

The arched entrance serving the narrow lane to the former coal yard remains, 

although in poor condition. 

The  Purifying Building  (viewed from Tower St) is 

now in dangerous condition and on the Buildings at 

Risk Register.  Access is prohibited on safety 

grounds. 

1970— Main entrance to Garland and Roger timber yard.   1837  engraving from the north, showing the earliest phase of development of 

the gasworks. 

1970 Image of gasometer, showing its monumental  scale, pierced by Romanesque  

arched windows.  It was 18m to the wallhead, whereas what remains is less than a 

third of that height. 

1975—Interior of Purifying building,  then still in use 

for storage.  It had been converted for stabling and 

storage in Edwardian times. 



 

 

Photographic Record—Comparative Images 

Internal view of site prior to it being vacated.  The dramatically truncated 

gasometer building is see to the right, now used for storage. 

The remaining coal store, with the truncated gasometer to the left and the 

derelict purifying building to the rear.  The brick wall is modern. 

The left hand wall of the coal store (west elevation) was originally built as the 

east elevation of the earlier demolished coal store.  As a result it is not 

properly tied into the later south façade of the surviving building.  The clumsy 

brick pier is intended to prevent the collapse of this elevation. 

Some elements of the boardroom interior remain, but it is 

increasingly derelict, having been abandoned for over a 

decade.  

The interior of the former gasometer building retains the stump of  its 

massive buttresses, but the height of the building has been dramatically 

reduced. 

I1975 interior of now largely demolished gasometer building, showing 

immense scale of the interiors prior to alterations 

Internal view of site in 1975 when used as sawmill.  The open shed to the left is 

now demolished, as are the gasometer to the right and the former coal store 

to the right of the surviving coal store 

1975 view showing now demolished coal store (left) and surviving coal store 

(right). 

1975 image of Garland and Roger boardroom, with oriel 

window to Baltic St. 



 

 

Photographic Record—Comparative Images 

Constitution Street from the north in 1970.  South Leith Station in foreground, 5 

storey granary and gasometer to the rear 

Constitution Street from the south in 1970.  2 

storey office block in foreground, granary with 

grain hoists to rear. 

Corn  Exchange in 1963.  The cathedral like form of the western 

gasometer building to rear on the right hand side. 

West elevation of gasometer in 1975, following demolition of granary but 

prior to substantial demolition of gasometer. 

Junction of Constitution Street and Tower Street.  Ground floor of former  5 

storey granary retained as perimeter wall. 

The ivy covered structure to the left is a somewhat perilous fragment of the  

gable of the demolished granary. 

Constitution Street—south perimeter wall of 

scrapyard formed from ground floor of demolished  

Victorian commercial building 

The Corn  Exchange no longer has the gasometer building or granary as a 

backdrop. 

The rear wall of the scrapyard is formed by the much reduced west side of 

the gasometer. 

The modern brick building is shown in both photographs and gives a sense 

of the extent of the demolition and of what has been lost. 



 

 

Site Condition—Urgent Action Required 

Whilst still partially occupied, the site as a whole is in increasingly poor condition, with parts of it derelict and in danger of collapse. A key objective of the Local Plan is to ensure that the unique qualities of the city, its historic environment and the character 

of its urban areas are safeguarded for the future.  Urgent action is required to ensure this aspiration can be met. 

 



 

 

Planning Considerations—1 
Planning Priorities 

Edinburgh’s 2016 Local Development Plan’s opening paragraphs set out the challenge it seeks to confront, in attempting “to help make Edinburgh the 

best place it can be, for everyone, now and in the future. “   

 

The site is within the Edinburgh Waterfront area, specifically within sub area EW1b of Central Leith Waterfront.  The  site is outlined in red on the plan to the right below:  

 

 

 

 

Within the Council’s Housing Land Audit & Completions Programme 2018 EW 1b is 

stated to have the potential for 2,680 housing units.   None of these units are from the 

application site.  As illustrated in the diagram to the left, a number of substantial  pro-

posals  have been brought forward, which have gone a significant way to meeting this 

goal.  The dark blue boxes represent residential consents, summarised in the following 

chart (occupier numbers are calculated on the assumption of 1.5 occupiers per bed-

room) Location 7 is an estimate based on its PAN scheme. 

The table shows that consented and proposed developments in the immediate vicinity of the site will add some 1,780 residential units, and almost  5,400  residential occu-

piers to the Council ward. By way of context the 2011 census counted 24,931 residents in the Leith Ward, so these developments alone would represent a 22% increase. 

 

Our proposals, set out in the following pages, will provide significant variety to the area, in terms of the retention and reuse of listed 

buildings, the addition of uses not provided elsewhere within the area and a markedly more bespoke approach to design.   

Units 1 Bed 2 Bed 3 Bed 4 Bed Total Occupiers Status

1 Cala Ocean Drive 388     19     263  73     33     896     1,344       Consented

2 Skyliner 338     172  100  66     570     855          Consented

3 Cala Albert Dock 41       1       8       2       30     143     215          Built

4 PoLHA Ocean Drive 57       33     18     6       87       131          Consented

5 Ropeworks 644     183  348  69     44     1,261 1,892       Consented

6 Barratt Bath Road 1 212     28     146  38     434     651          Consented

7 Barratt Bath Rd 2 (Est) 85       11     58     15     -   174     260          PAN

Baltic St/Constitution St 18       8       6       4       32       48             PAN

Total 1,783 455  948  273  107  3,597 5,395       

LDP Policy Del3 sets out the conditions for development in the Waterfront area, specifically requiring: 

a. comprehensively designed proposals which can maximise the development potential of the area 

b. The provision of a series of mixed use sustainable neighbourhoods that connect to the waterfront, with each other and with nearby neighbourhood 

c. Proposals  for a mix of house types, sizes and affordability 

d. The provision of open space in order to meet the needs of the local community, create local identity and a sense of place. 

e. The provision of local retail facilities ... 

f. Transport measures agreed with the Council, including a contribution to the proposed tram network and other necessary public transport improvements…” 

 

Where relevant the current proposals meet or exceed all of these aspirations for the area. It is, however, particularly notable that virtually all consented development within 

the area since the LDP was adopted has been for mainstream newbuild housing development.   

An Unusual Set of Challenges 
 The site presents a number of challenges which make it far less  straightforward to develop than the large newbuild developments which are taking place elsewhere in 

on the waterfront.  We believe that the only way to meet these challenges is to understand the history of the site, to identify its key characteristics and create a be-
spoke development which preserves the best of these characteristics.  Some of the key challenges presented by the site are set out below: 

 

Ground Contamination  
 Former gasworks sites present substantial problems with ground contamination.  The nature of the processes involved in the production of coal gas created a number 

of noxious by products which can persist in the soil. 
 

• Coal Tar may be found in the ground around buildings, condensers, scrubbers/washers, tar wells/tanks and the pipes connecting these. Coal tar may also be found in 
the base of tar tanks and gasholders.  A number of potential components of coal tar  are of concern 

• Ammoniacal Liquors were removed in the hydraulic main, foul main and condensers and also produced by spraying the gas with water in the washers and scrubbers. 
• Blue Billy, Foul Lime and Spent Oxide were all wastes of the gas purification process which would remove sulphur, cyanide and organic sulphur compounds from the 

gas. 
 
 Clearly it is essential to remove or encapsulate such contamination before developing the site, but undertaking such work is expensive, even more so when in close 

proximity (or within) historic buildings which by strong preference will be retained.  The cost of such removal must be borne by the developer.  If the cost of treatment 
to allow development is too high the only option is to leave the site untouched with the contamination still present. 

 
 The scrap yard site also presents environmental challenges which will require careful treatment.  Initial site investigations indicate heightened levels of hydrocarbons in 

the groundwater which will need to be treated.  Other issues may only emerge during the construction process. 

Historic Buildings 

 All of the current buildings on the site (with the exception of the offices in the South East corner of the site) were designed for industrial processes.  It is not, therefore, 
straightforward to convert them to uses which involve occupation by people. 

 Some have few windows or other external openings, some are very narrow in plan and some very deep.  Their condition is also very variable - some remaining sound, 
others in perilous condition. 

 Any development also needs to ensure that the setting of the category A Listed Corn Exchange, which is immediately adjacent to the site, is protected. 

 

Conservation Area 

 Whilst the area undoubtedly benefits from its conservation area status, it does mean that building materials and design standards for new buildings have to be at a sig-
nificantly  higher (and inevitably more expensive) level than equivalent sites which are not within a conservation area. 

 

Flood Risk 

 A new flood model prepared by SEPA requires us to raise the level of the new buildings to ensure that they are above the level of a projected 200 year flood event.  This 
adds to the expense and complexity of the development. 

 

Scrap Yard 

 The scrapyard presents a major obstacle to the re-use of site, as it unavoidably brings with it  environmental problems such as noise, vibration and air pollution which 
are not compatible with modern building standards.  This means that the scrapyard needs to be brought into the development to make the reuse of the listed buildings 
feasible.  Whilst this has been agreed,  it is not cheap.  The metal recycling business is a valuable and important one, and finding a new location for it is a significant 
challenge. 

 

 
 Answering the Financial and Technical Challenges 

 
Clearly it is only possible to develop the site, and so give the listed buildings a sustainable new 

lease of life, if an approved scheme is financially viable.  Within the challenging constraints of the 

site our strategy is as follows: 

• Identify a new use which is compatible with the form and fabric of the listed buildings 

• Identify a  valuable use which minimises the pressure to replace listed buildings with larger 

new buildings. 

• Bring the scrapyard into the site, to  solve the environmental and design problems which it 

imposes 

• Where possible design in such a manner to minimise the need to remove contamination, and 

rather to treat it on site. 



 

 

Proposed Mix of Uses 

Affordable Shops 

The problem with many commercial spaces provided on the ground 

floor of new developments is that they are too large and designed 

solely to be let to national retail chains on long leases.  This is why so 

many remain unused or underused.  This contrasts strongly with 

many of the city’s  vibrant 19th century shopping parades.   

To meet this challenge we are proposing to include 4 modestly sized 

units (averaging around 70m2) which will only be made available to 

locally based entrepreneurs on flexible, affordable, leases.   

We want to encourage the sort of variety and eclectic painted traditional frontages you see in the best traditional local retail parades in Edin-

burgh, such as St Stephen’s Street, Raeburn Place, Elm Row, or more locally the south of Bernard Street.  Ownership would be transferred to 

the housing association which took over the affordable homes, and they would be responsible for maintaining them as an asset to the local 

community. 

Affordable Housing 

Whilst the proposed other uses for the site carry no statutory requirement to provide affordable 

housing, we believe that it would be an important part of the mix. Rather than tuck this use 

away, we have sought to put it in the most prominent location of the site, adjacent to the Cate-

gory A Listed Corn Exchange.  18 units are proposed, comprising four 3 bed apartments, six 2 

bed apartments and eight one bedroom apartments.  This is fully compliant with Council guide-

lines.   The design is intended to be “tenure blind”, with materials and detailing which are every 

bit as aspirational as the rest of the site. 

The site, along with the affordable shops below, will be gifted to a local housing association. 

Digital Co-Working Space 

This large and prominent commercial site on the corner of Con-

stitution Street and Tower Street is intended be occupied by a 

Digital Co-working space.  This will be open to both students 

and members of the public, providing exceptional digital con-

nectivity and services in a comfortable and flexible environ-

Postgraduate Accommodation 

The site will provide exceptional but affordable accommodation for postgraduate students in a secure environment.  The accommodation will 

be rented to postgraduates on a 51 month basis.  There will be no sub- letting to short  term visitors. 

A variety of room types will suit differing needs and financial means, including larger accessible rooms and twin rooms for sharers or couples.  

There are no studio-type rooms, as they discourage social integration.   

The bedrooms are arranged in “cluster” flats of between 4 and 11 bedrooms each sharing a generous kitchen/living room. The scheme cur-

rently includes some 59 such apartments, a total 

of 558 rooms and some 579 beds. 

A comfortable and homely common room will 

be provided in the former retort house, provid-

ing space for socialising, study and fully sound-

proofed music practice rooms. 

The landscaped courtyards and walkways will be 

open to members of the public during the day, 

but may have physical controls after dark. 

Provision has been made for two full time pro-

fessional wardens to live on the site. 

 



 

 

Planning Considerations—2 
Postgraduate Student Accommodation within the LDP 

It is important to emphasise that the proposal is aimed to provide housing for postgraduate students, who can be anywhere from their early 20s to 

their 60s, and resident within the area for at least 51 weeks of the year.  They are not, therefore, transient occupiers.  The scheme would not be used 

for conference or short stay accommodation. 

 

LDP Policy HOU8 

The Council’s statutory  policy for the provision of all student accommodation is contained within  policy Hou8, which states: 

“It is preferable in principle that student needs are met as far as possible in purpose built and managed schemes rather than the widespread con-

version of family housing. Increasing the amount of purpose-built student accommodation assists the growth of the universities and the attrac-

tiveness of the city as a centre for Higher Education. In general such provision can take place at relatively high densities. “ 

Under Hou8 the suitability of an area for such a scheme is to be assessed against its accessibility (in this case clearly provided  by the new Tram ex-

tension) and the existing  density of student housing within the locality.    

Measured by the most recent census data, the Leith Council 

Ward has one of the lowest densities of  student residents in 

the City as a whole.   

There is currently no purpose built student accommodation 

within the ward, and other than this scheme, none is currently 

proposed.  This is in contrast to other wards such as Leith 

Walk. 

The City-wide average is that 12%  of the population is full time 

student residents (rising to well over 50% and even 70% in 

hotspots within the City Centre).   

In Leith the figure is just 6% as shown in the graph to the left.  

If the new developments illustrated elsewhere in this exhibi-

tion were taken into account this would fall to just 5% on a 

proforma basis. Only the Almond ward had a lower concentra-

tion of Student residents based on 2011 statistics. 

Non Statutory Student Housing Guidance 

Although non-statutory and so only advisory, the Council’s 2016 Student Housing Guidance provides information which may be helpful in applying the 

Development Plan Policy.   The Guidance reinforces the desirability of purpose built accommodation, stating  “… there is a need for more purpose built 

student housing in order to free up general housing stock through an increased offer and increased competition.”  and goes on to encourage such de-

velopments to be built in areas where there is less pressure on communities from existing student residents, specifically stating: “…the guideline[’]s ob-

jective [is] to support further student accommodation in sustainable locations outwith the areas of greatest community pressure.”  Based on the cen-

sus data the Leith Ward clearly falls into this category. 

The Guidance is mainly concerned by the pressure put on communities by an excess of transient occupiers.  As set out above, the scheme for Baltic 

Street will be occupied by postgraduate students, with a minimum tenure of 51 weeks.  The average tenancy length in Edinburgh is just 78 weeks, with 

many for as little as 26 weeks.  The residents will live in self-catering flats, much like any other flat.  They will be anywhere from their early 20s to their 

60s.  Many of them will do much of their work from their home on the site.  There will therefore, be little to distinguish the occupiers from the broader 

population.  

A key section of the Guidance states: 

“In recent years the development of a significant number of larger student developments, in the 

Old Town, South Side and Fountainbridge have been on sites where much needed housing would 

previously have been delivered. This guidance seeks to balance the need for additional student ac-

commodation with the need for mainstream and affordable housing in the most sustainable loca-

tions to meet the wider need of the community. “   

In this context it is important to note that the application site is not identified as suitable for hous-

ing-led development in the local plan and is not proposed to provide any of the 2,680 housing 

units expected from sub-area EW1b within the LDP.  The proposal cannot therefore be said to be at 

the expense of potential housing development which in any event is proceeding at a rapid pace 

elsewhere within EW1b. 

To mitigate the potential for too much land suitable for housing  being diverted to purpose built student accommodation, the guidance advises that in 

the case of larger sites (which would include the application site) any newbuild student housing is matched by at least as much mainstream housing.   

The guidance requires the calculation to be made in relation to the boundaries “within single control or ownership on 25th February 2016.”  The calcula-

tion must therefore be applied over both the application site and the site covered by consent 18/08206/FUL.  Following this required form, the site 

(including the part covered by consent 18/08206/FUL) provides some 38% more newbuild housing than newbuild student accommodation and is there-

fore fully compliant with both Hou8 and the specific requirements of the non-statutory Student Housing Guidance. 

 

The Title Plan for the main part of the site as in February, 

2016 is copied (annotated) to the left. 

The area outlined in red has been in single ownership 

since Victorian times. 

The blue tinted part of the site was granted consent for a 

20,000m2 residential development in 2019 whilst it was 

still in single ownership 

It is, therefore, a single windfall site in planning terms. 



 

 

Design Approach 

Character Appraisal 

Perhaps the outstanding architectural characteristic of Leith (particularly by comparison to Edinburgh) is the eclectic variety of its buildings and urban grain.  Buildings as high quality but different as the Neo

-classical Assembly Rooms, the Scottish Vernacular Lamb’s House and the warehouse buildings of Commercial Street sit cheek by jowl.  There is, therefore, no single architectural language which is “right”.   

 

Design Language 

The industrial/commercial character of the site should drive its future form.  We have worked to the following key principles: 

• Generous Central Space.  The accidental modern layout of the gasworks site with its large central courtyard provides a pleas-

ing setting for the remaining listed buildings and should retained. 

• Variety of Spaces. This open character should be modulated with  smaller enclosed areas, to provide a variety of spaces 

• The Listed Buildings Should be Given Space to Breathe.  The remaining gasworks buildings should be allowed to be viewed 

from distance and not be overwhelmed by new neighbours 

• Draw from Historic Architecture. The historic form of the demolished granary buildings provides a dynamic starting point for 

a distinct new architectural language which is bespoke but derived from the history of the immediate area. The upright 

forms of the buildings, with multiple gables to the main façade and regular but essentially vertical fenestration can be inter-

preted in modern materials to provide an attractive form which will site comfortably within the diversity of Leith. 

• Draw from Maritime Past. The tall, narrow, multi-gabled form is common to many of the Baltic ports which would have been 

familiar to Leith’s seafarers and therefore reinforces the particular maritime history of the area (the examples to the right are 

from Amsterdam, Tallinn and Trondheim. 

• An Attractive Roofscape is Essential.  There is no history of flat roofs in this part of Leith, so we have chosen to propose 

steeply pitched roofs throughout.  This gives the opportunity to present an attractive roofscape when new buildings are 

viewed both from within and from outside the site. 

• Use Materials which Sit Comfortably Next to Historic Buildings.  The site was historically built in roughly coursed rubble 

stone.  This is quite distinct from the smooth ashlar found in the grand commercial buildings of Bernard Street, and is almost 

impossible to replicate at a sensible cost with modern techniques.  High quality facing brick is the best means to maintain 

the essential tone and texture of an industrial setting. 

• Design in 3 Dimensions.  Careful detailing of the facades is essential.  Deep window reveals, allied with dark coloured frames 

will reinforce the solidity of the buildings and allow them to stand in harmony with the retained buildings. 

• Don’t Erase the Worn Character of the Buildings.  The retained buildings should not be “over-restored” - their history, in-

cluding some of the clumsy repairs, should where possible be retained. 

• A Clear Divide Between Old and New.  Interventions into the listed buildings should not seek to replicate historic forms, but 

clearly identify themselves as being modern.  Materials should tone carefully with historic materials, but interventions 

should be clearly distinguished from historic elements through design. 

 

 

However in designing new buildings we believe that understanding the historic context is critical.  The site is located in a 

part of Leith which was always industrial, always intended to serve the industrial needs of the port.  The historic nature of 

development of the site was therefore entirely predicated by the needs of the industrial processes involved.   

The eastern, gasworks, portion of the site was almost entirely covered by industrial buildings serving a variety of very spe-

cific industrial functions, as shown in the 1896 Ordnance Survey town plan to the left.  The form of the building is entirely 

derived from practical requirements.  The current layout of this part of the site, with a large central courtyard, is the re-

sult of demolitions undertaken to meet the modern requirement for large vehicles to enter the builders’ merchant.   

The western part of the site (currently the scrapyard), encompassed a tall narrow granary in an “L” shape around a coal 

yard, demanding a clear centre and as much frontage as possible to Constitution Street to facilitate the loading and un-

loading of flour. 



 

 

A Green Development 
A green pedestrianised site 

The landscaping for the site is intended to make it pleasant to both pass through and to linger in.    The only cars per-

mitted will be those required for accessibility purposes.  Servicing of the site,  for example access for bin lorries, is 

provided on the external edge. 

A detailed landscaping strategy has been prepared to  provide a hierarchy of amenity spaces within the development 

which will meet the need of residents, visitors and passing pedestrians. The new connections within the site will  pro-

vide an attractive series of routes through this fast changing part of Leith.   

A central campus square 

A large formal lawn, with mown grass and semi-mature trees will provide the central focus of 

the site.  It will be a place for larger gatherings and will provide the space to appreciate the 

surrounding listed buildings. 

 

Courtyard gardens 

Informal courtyard gardens will merge with the main buildings, emphasising a diversity of tex-

ture and giving a studied sense of enclosure.  These spaces will provide privacy for residents 

and a sense of retreat. 

Socialising 

A comfortable seating area will face on to the main campus square, giving a protected space 

from which the  openness of the main lawn can be appreciated.  It will also provide shelter 

from the cold north and east winds which are familiar to all Leithers. 

 

Pocket gardens 

A series of pocket gardens will be placed within the development’s landscape.  These are in-

tended to provide a visual reminder of the sites industrial past  They will seem to be breaking 

through the industrial heritage of the site and act as a metaphor for how we can reclaim for-

merly industrial sites in an environmentally responsible manner 

Green measures 

The development will  rely on sustainable transport, assisted by new tram extension and the provision of 100% bike storage, the 

great majority of it covered. This initiative is assisted by the forthcoming introduction of a controlled parking zone in the area. 

The site will outperform current energy regulations by at least 10%, and achieve Silver Active certification against Section 7 

(Sustainability) of the building regulations, significantly better than current requirements.  

Most notably it will employ combined heat and power technology to use the excess energy from a highly efficient centralised boiler 

system to generate electricity for the site.  Water efficient appliances will reduce consumption by 40% and low embodied carbon 

building materials will be specified. 

An important sustainability criteria is that the site is designed for straightforward conversion of the new blocks to mainstream resi-

dential apartments if ever the demand for postgraduate accommodation were to decline. 



 

 

Public Face of the Site 
The importance of the frontage of the site 

Anyone living in the area can’t have failed to notice the commencement of the tram works on Constitution Street.  Whilst this is going to cause considerable disruption in 

the short term, it should be a major catalyst for improvements to the surrounding streets once complete.  We are determined that the face which the proposed develop-

ment presents to the broader community takes full advantage of the opportunity presented and that the site becomes a useful and well integrated part of the historic core 

of Leith. 

New affordable shops 

The section of the site which fronts onto Constitution Street is perhaps most important.  Not only will it be sited directly on the Tram route, but it retains the remnants of a 

historic commercial frontage very similar to those in some of the City’s most popular and characterful shopping streets.  We intend to preserve and restore this frontage as 

the ground floor of a traditional tenement block  of affordable flats. 

 

 

 

 

Historic View 

The historic view west from the junction of Bal-

tic Street and Assembly Street was dominated 

by the cathedral like gasometer house and the 

gaswork’s main 174’ tall chimney.   

From this approach, the dome of the Corn Ex-

change was overwhelmed. 

Current  View 

The gasometer building was demolished in the 

late 1970s—the chimney sometime earlier.  The 

undistinguished modern industrial roof of 

stump of the building is set behind the now 

somewhat forlorn 2 storey commercial façade 

which was added to the gasometer house after 

it was built. 

Proposed  View 

We have sought to build on traditional ware-

house forms, to create an east facing  5 storey 

double gable adding an attractive aspect to the 

currently industrial view. 

The historic coal store is retained and the 

whole view softened by new tree planting. 

Historic View 

This reconstruction shows the  gasometer 

building and the main chimney as they would 

have appeared when the Corn Exchange was 

built 

The pavements and the position of the Burns 

statue are those proposed following the tram 

works. 

Current  View 

This current view once again shows the pro-

posed tram works, but also includes the con-

sented Bath Road development shortly to be 

constructed by Barratt Homes. 

Proposed  View 

This view shows the proposals in what should 

be their ultimate context when the tram works 

and the Barratts site are completed.  The 

pitched roof of the five storey block echoes the 

pitched roof of the Corn Exchange hall, and 

does not interrupt the “sky space” around the 

Category A listed dome. 

Historic View 

This reconstruction sets the now demolished 

historic granary against the 7 storey modern 

residential building on the west of Constitution 

Street.  This was always a key  approach to Ed-

inburgh for sea travellers—with an axial view to 

Calton Hill and its neo-classical monuments 

providing a fitting sense of arrival. 

Current  View 

The view is now dominated by the modern, 7 

storey tower at the junction with Tower Street.   

The visitor’s eye is drawn to the scrapyard ra-

ther than the romantic distant view of Calton 

Hill. 

Proposed  View 

We propose a Constitution St and Tower St fa-

çade which rises to a maximum of 6 storeys 

(facing the 7 opposite).  We believe it is right to 

reinforce the sense that this is an important 

gateway to the City.  We have sought to retain a 

vertical proportion and to strongly reflect the 

historic granary architecture and roofline.  It 

should be noted this is an updated version from 

that shown in the artist’s impressions 



 

 



 

 



 

 



 

 


