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Whaley Bridge Trashipment Wraehouse 
 
Feasibility study to explore options for future dev elopment 
 
Executive Summary 
 
 
1. This executive summary provides a précis of a report prepared at the end of the first phase 

of a feasibility study to consider options for the development of the grade 2* listed 
Transhipment Warehouse and adjacent canal basin in Whaley Bridge in the High Peak of 
Derbyshire.  The study has been commissioned by British Waterways and undertaken by 
Heritage Works Buildings Preservation Trust.  The headings and primary numbering of the 
paragraphs in this summary relate to the chapters in the feasibility study report. 

 
2. Introduction 
2.1 This purpose of this interim report is to describe the findings of the first stage of the two-

phase study and to identify two design options to be explored at stage two and to identify key 
issues that need to be explored further. 

 
2.2 The scope of the study, the key parties involved and the members of the consultant team are 

set out. 
 
3. Methodology for the study 
3.1 This chapter summarises the main tasks undertaken by the consultant team to date, and 

outlines those activities to be completed during phase two. 
 
3.2 The overall timetable for the study is for completion of phase 2 by the end of August 2008. 
 
4. Location, history, description, ownership and cu rrent use 
 

Location 
4.1 The study site, which comprises a canal basin, associated wharves, landscaped areas and 

buildings, lies within the centre of Whaley Bridge, a small town in the High Peak of 
Derbyshire, approximately 17 miles to the south east of Manchester.  
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4.2 The canal basin is at the head of the Peak Forest Canal (Whaley Bridge branch), which is 
part of the national canal network through linking to the Macclesfield Canal at Marple and to 
the Ashton Canal at Portland Basin.  The Transhipment Warehouse is the only notable 
building on the site and is located across the canal, at the southern end of the basin.   

 
Ownership 

4.3 All the land and buildings within the site boundary are owned by British Waterways, a public 
corporation responsible for the management and care of Britain’s inland waterways. 

 
History 

4.4 The Peak Forest Canal opened in 1800, with the original Warehouse (a three storey 
structure, built perpendicular to the canal and straddling the waterway) being constructed in 
1801.   

 

  
 

 
4.5 The Warehouse was extended considerably in 1832 to provide indoor ‘transhipment’ facilities 

for the transfer of limestone, coal and other goods from the Cromford and High Peak Railway 
to canal barges.  Some of the train tracks can still be seen inside the Warehouse, on the 
western wharf. 

 
4.6 Further redevelopment took place in 1915, when the uppermost storey of the original part of 

the Warehouse was removed, and double-pitched roofs of the 1832 section were extended 
over the whole building. The 1801 section was refaced externally to match the later 
extension. 

 
Current use 

4.7 The Warehouse fell into disuse following the closure of the Whaley Bridge section of the 
Cromford and High Peak Railway in 1952 and the cessation of commercial canal traffic in 
1958.  Internal alterations were carried out in the 1970s and 1980s to accommodate a boat 
building business and later a shop selling canal memorabilia and souvenirs, but by the mid-
1980s the Warehouse was again out of use (except for the garage / workshop in the 
northwest corner, accessed only from the outside).  Its deteriorating condition was arrested 
by re-roofing works in 1993 but no long-term use has since been found. 

 
4.8 The canal basin also underwent improvements in the later decades of the twentieth century, 

with extensive tree-planting and hard surface landscaping works.  With the cessation of 
commercial activities, the site has been used by the local community and visitors for 
recreational purposes.  In recent years the site has been the focus of community events, 
including the annual Whaley Water Weekend and, in September 2007, Heritage Open Days. 
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5. The importance of the building 
5.1 The Transhipment Warehouse is grade 2* listed, which puts it in the top 6% of listed 

buildings in the country, and lies within a conservation area. 
 
5.2 Its heritage importance stems from its role in the Industrial Revolution, as a link between two 

innovative new forms of transport – canals and railways – in the transportation of raw 
materials needed to support the growth of industry in the cities.   

 
5.3 In addition to this recognised heritage merit, the canal basin and Warehouse are important 

local landmarks and landscape features.  They represent part of the ‘raison d’être’ for the 
town of Whaley Bridge, and a place of employment and recreation for its residents. 

 
6 Conservation philosophy and architectural approac h 
6.1 Heritage Works has a conservation philosophy which it applies to all its projects and 

commissions.  This is based on the concept of ‘cultural significance’, with the Trust’s aim 
being to preserve and regenerate heritage assets of particular beauty, architectural and 
constructional interest so as to retain, reveal and enhance their cultural significance.  This is 
achieved through the application of best practice of maintenance, repair, restoration and 
adaptation. 

 

   
 
6.2 The consultant team’s approach to this feasibility study has been to gain a understanding of 

the cultural significance of the site and to establish broad principles for the protection and 
interpretation of that significance as the canal basin and Warehouse are changed and 
developed.  These include: 
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· To retain and reveal the original purpose of the Warehouse by ensuring that the canal 
arm and train tracks within the building continue to be visible 

· To retain the ‘open barn’ form and character of the main 1832 part of the Warehouse 
· To recognise the historic function of the Warehouse as part of the wider canal basin and 

to find new uses for it that complement the modern recreational and commercial usage of 
the site 

· To find a way of increasing the usage of the whole Warehouse and canal basin area, so 
that more people can enjoy, appreciate and understand them, whilst contributing to the 
site’s economic well being and the regeneration of the wider neighbourhood. 

 
6.3 The team has also taken into account British Waterways’ statutory obligation to ensure the 

‘best return’ from its assets whilst protecting and making more accessible its waterways. 
 
6.4 We believe that a vibrant, viable and sustainable use for the Warehouse can only be 

achieved by increasing the footfall and critical mass of activity in the canal basin area. 
 
7. The problems and why the building has the potent ial to become ‘at risk’ 
7.1 It is necessary to find an economically viable use for the Warehouse that will provide 

sufficient income to ensure that the building is fully restored and maintained in perpetuity.  
Without such a use, the building may become ‘at risk’, although British Waterways has a 
statutory duty to ensure that the structure is maintained in a watertight condition.  Ongoing 
investment by a public body without significant public benefit and some form of financial 
return can be hard to justify. 

 

  
 
7.2 There are a number of factors that contribute to the challenge of finding an economically 

viable long-term solution for the Warehouse.  These include: 
· Lack of useable floor area, with a canal running through the building 
· Awkward physical configuration 
· Considerable capital cost for repair and conversion compared to rental potential, giving 

rise to a substantial conservation deficit to be bridged by grant funding 
· Planning constraints arising from its grade 2* listed status and conservation area location 
· Problematic location and accessibility difficulties 
· Owner’s limited ability to take forward a regeneration scheme due to financial position, 

corporate priorities and statutory responsibilities 
· Competition in the local area from existing businesses and other tourist attractions 
· Stagnation in the property market 
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· Budgetary pressures on grant funding bodies 
· Local community attitudes, where a lack of understanding has given rise to unrealistic 

aspirations and expectations 
 
8. The planning context  
8.1 This chapter of the report describes the national, regional and local planning and 

regeneration framework within which any proposals for the Transhipment Warehouse must 
be considered.  National policies for the protection of listed buildings and conservation areas 
are of paramount importance in the local development context. 

8.2 The Roger Tyms & Partners Regeneration and Action Plan for Whaley Bridge (2003) has 
particular relevance to this study, with its identification of four core actions for the town, all of 
which impinge directly on the canal basin area. 

8.3 All of the local regeneration strategies and community consultation documents refer to the 
need for a second bridge into the Bingswood Industrial Estate that lies to the east of the 
study site.  At present heavy traffic accesses the estate by means of narrow historic streets 
and an unadopted roadway between terraced houses.  This route, which crosses 
immediately in front of the Warehouse, deters pedestrian traffic and prevents an 
intensification of the business and recreational use of the canal basin area. 

 
9. Condition and principal repairs required 
9.1 Allen Tod Architecture and Ramboll Whitbybird Structural Engineers have undertaken a 

visual inspection of the condition of the fabric and structure of the Warehouse.  Their 
condition reports are included at Appendix H of the study report. 

9.2 The building is in a fairly sound condition on account of the extensive re-roofing in the 1990s. 

  
 
9.3 Areas for concern include the provision of adequate rainwater drainage (from the roof / valley 

gutters and from the perimeter ground drain), selected areas in need of masonry repair and 
re-pointing, and the safety of internal electrical installations. 

 
9.4 A schedule of emergency repairs has been drawn up and costed (see Appendix J).  These 

items need attention within twelve months.  The emergency repairs have an indicative cost of 
£55,000 (excluding fees, VAT etc). 

 
10. Options for re-use: possible new uses for the W arehouse 
10.1 Briefings from the client, stakeholders and from the wider community (through two structured 

consultations), together with project team brainstorming sessions, have led to the 
development of a long list of potential new uses for the Warehouse and for possible 
complementary new buildings in the canal basin area. 
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10.2 These uses fall into three broad categories: commercial, community and tourism / leisure, 

and all parties are agreed that a mixture of uses from all three sectors will be necessary to 
secure a vibrant and sustainable future for the site. 

10.3 The possible uses are shown in the table below under the sector headings, although several 
uses could be assigned to more than one category: 

 

Commercial Community Tourism-related 

Offices Library & study rooms Exhibition & events space 

Café bar / restaurant Meeting room(s); activity 
space Themed markets 

Boat repairs & chandlery Outdoor leisure space Self-catering holiday-let 
accommodation 

Specialist retail Community-run café Heritage centre 

Bike hire Cinema / film club Performance space 

Indoor market Regular events Café bar / restaurant 

 Markets and fairs  

 
 
11. Options for built forms to extend and complemen t the Warehouse 
11.1 From the outset of the study, it has been assumed that further built space will be required in 

order to increase the lettable floor area at the canal basin and make the development viable.  
The purpose of the study is to determine how much (or little) additional space is required and 
for what uses, as well as to explore the ‘do nothing’ (or ‘do very little’) option. 

 
11.2 The project team believes that additional accommodation is required to increase the ‘critical 

mass’ of the development, to encourage a greater footfall in the area that will make the place 
more lively and the facilities more viable. 

 
11.3 It was quickly determined that the most appropriate place for any new buildings would be to 

the west side of the Warehouse, as land to the east is landscaped with trees and provides 
access to the towpath.   

 
11.4 The options described increase sequentially in floor area, with option 7a being the most 

intensive use of the site that the team believes will be acceptable in this heritage 
environment.   

 
11.5 Option 1: do nothing (or do very little, just repairs and maintenance) 
 
11.6 Option 2: small side extension to the northwest corner of the Warehouse, to provide 

independent access to the upper floor at the north end of the building, and space for welfare 
facilities etc. 

 
11.7 Option 3: New building along the western boundary of the site, to the back of the Market 

Street pavement, straddling the change of level between the main road and the canal basin.  
The new building is the same length as the Warehouse and directly in line with it. 
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11.8 Option 4: New building alongside existing, located to the north of the Warehouse on the 

wharf side, where it forms a barrier to the main road and provides enclosure to the basin 
without obscuring the direct views of the existing building. 

11.9 Option 5: New building as option 4, plus a small side extension to the warehouse, positioned 
so that the aligned gable ends of the new structures form a ‘gateway’ to the wharf side. 

 

 
 
11.10 Option 6: Small side extension and new building, positioned as in option 5; additional storey 

on the northern portion of the warehouse, echoing its original form but in a contemporary 
idiom. 

 
11.11 Option 7: Side extension along the full length of the Warehouse, attached to the original 

building by means of a glazed link.  This late addition to the options arose as a response to 
the discovery of a medium pressure gas main along the western boundary of the site, which 
might be prohibitively expensive to move and would thus prevent any new building along the 
back of pavement edge.  Initially English Heritage officers advised that an attached extension 
of any size would be unacceptable in heritage terms, but latterly the High Peak Borough 
Council’s conservation officer felt that such an extension might be an appropriate solution.  

 
11.12 Option 7a: As option 7 but with additional new second floor on the northern end of the 

existing Warehouse.  This was the steering group’s response to the challenge of ‘thinking 
big’ and trying to optimise the lettable floor area and create a design impact statement. 

 
12 Distribution of uses: a ‘mix and match’ approach  
12.1 The design team has shown that combinations of the suggested end uses for the site can be 

accommodated in the various built form options described in chapter 11. 
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12.2 The configurations of uses shown in options A to D in this chapter all assume that the main 

1832 part of the Warehouse will be ‘restored as found’ and retained as multi-functional space 
without upgrading.  The open barn form would be suitable for markets and fairs, exhibitions, 
community events, performances etc. 

 
12.3 Office use and / or holiday apartments are proposed for the upper floor(s) of the Warehouse. 
 
12.4 A mixture of commercial and community uses may be incorporated into the new back of 

pavement building, including a relocated library (subject to Derbyshire County Council 
support), community meeting / local history resource room, offices, a café, bike hire and / or 
specialist retail unit etc. 

 
13. Approaches to dealing with the canal within the  1832 section of the Warehouse 

Any use of the 1832 Warehouse will be limited by the canal that runs through the centre of 
the building.  The design team has considered three approaches to increase the floor area / 
improve the safety of the canal inside the building: 
· A floating pontoon across the entire water surface, fixed to the canal edges but capable 

of being untethered and floated out into the basin to permit dredging of the canal 
· A flooring system across the entire Warehouse, with structural glass sections to reveal 

the canal and train tracks beneath 
· A simple ‘moored boat’ with bridges to each side of the canal, which could accommodate 

an occasional café or exhibition use. 
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14. Evaluation of each of the built form options 
14.1 In this chapter an evaluation of the advantages and disadvantages of each of the options 

described in chapter 11 is provided in tabulated form. 
 
14.2 Option 1 is the ‘control’ option – do nothing, or do very little.  This preserves the building but 

does not bring it back into use.  This will require considerable public funds but will secure no 
on-going income. 

 
14.3 Option 2 creates very little additional, rentable floor space and is visually unappealing, if 

architecturally restrained. 
 
14.4 Option 3 provides considerable new, modern floor space.  The separate building may detract 

from the Warehouse but is architecturally distinct from it.  There is a risk that this 
‘complementary’ (rather than ‘enabling’) development could be sold off in due course, so that 
the regular income it generates is not applied to the maintenance of the Warehouse 
(although planning controls such as section 106 agreements can be imposed to minimise the 
risk of this, at least in the short term.) 

 
14.5 Option 4 also provides considerable complementary floor space.  The new building is ‘offset’ 

from the Warehouse and therefore may not impinge as much on the old building as the ‘in-
line’ version.  The size of the new building is constrained only by the length of site available, 
but it does take up a large proportion of the amenity space on the west wharf of the canal 
basin.  

 
14.6 Option 5 displays all of the advantages and disadvantages of option 4.  The additional 

extension attached to the Warehouse creates a ‘gateway’ to the Wharf beyond, but narrows 
the vehicular access to the wharf side. 

 
14.7 Option 6 adds a new upper storey to echo the earlier form of the warehouse, as well as a 

new building to the western side.  This has the potential to become a design statement, as 
well as maximising the lettable floor area on the site. 

 
14.8 Option 7 provides an extension that cannot be separated physically or economically from the 

Warehouse.  The simple form has an attractive logic, but may not be acceptable to English 
Heritage as it blocks one entire elevation of the original building. 

 
14.9 The conclusion of this chapter is that option 3 and option 7 should be explored further during 

stage two of the study (in additional to the ‘do nothing’ option 1).  At stage 2 cost and value 
information will determine the likely long-term economic viability / short-term conservation 
deficit of each option.  

 
14.10 Two variations on these options can readily be evaluated at stage 2, as variations.  Option 1a 

would explore the costs of upgrading the existing building to enable it to be brought into use, 
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although the lettable floor area is not increased.  Option 7a would combine the long, attached 
side extension of option 7 with an additional storey on the northern end of the Warehouse, to 
create a ‘design landmark’ as well as additional floor area. 

 
15. Preferred built form options and possible use c onfigurations 
15.1 The two preferred options to be explored further are described again: 

· Option 3: New building along side (in line with) the existing Warehouse, of two storeys, 
attached to the retaining wall at the western boundary of the site such that the upper level 
accommodation may be accessed from Market Street / Buxton Road pavement on the 
west side, whilst the lower floor is at the level of the Warehouse  

 
· Option 7: Side extension along the full length of the Warehouse, with glazed link to 

provide a visual break between the new building and the old. 

 
 
15.2 Sketches then show how a range of the uses identified in chapter 10 might be 

accommodated within these built forms, with flexibility to move uses around in location or 
proportion, as before. 

 
15.3 As previously, the main 1832 section of the Warehouse is retained as an unimproved multi-

purpose space, and a relocated library is included in the new building. 
 
15.4 It is noted that the attached extension allows a considerable interface with the Warehouse, 

affording views into the building and physical access to it, which will increase the public’s use 
and aid interpretation of the building. 
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16. Market appraisal 
16.1 This chapter summarises the advice of the project team’s chartered surveyor, Roger Lee of 

Frank Marshall and Company, who has contributed to the study on an iterative basis 
throughout this first stage. 

 
16.2 The uses shown in each of the indicative layouts are deemed to be appropriate in the local 

marketplace, in terms of size of units and location within the development. 
 
16.3 Marshalls are cautious about the amount of new office space that the Whaley Bridge market 

can take, and also point out that holiday accommodation occupation levels may take time to 
build up.   

 
16.4 A nominal rental figure is assumed for the library, as it is understood that the County Council 

library service will not be able to allocate any increased revenue funding (or any capital 
resources) to the project, despite being interested in the relocation proposal. 

 
16.5 Marshalls’ valuation reports are included at Appendix E of the report.  The total annual rental 

that might be achieved in time from options 3 and 7 ranges from £49,350 to £61,200. 
 
17. Delivery mechanisms  
17.1 Although the exploration of costs, values, grants and delivery mechanisms forms the core of 

the second phase of the study, the consultant team has started to give thought to ‘how might 
this work?’ 

 
17.2 Of particular importance is the consideration of the possible changes of ownership and 

development structures that might be acceptable to British Waterways, as these will affect 
the availability of grant funding and long-term finance for the project. 

 
17.3 Three principal delivery mechanisms are described: 
 

a) The property is repaired, converted and extended by British Waterways and then units 
leased to commercial (or community) enterprises on short leases  

 
b) Long lease to a single end user (commercial entity or community social enterprise trust). 
 
c) Long lease to a building preservation trust for the capital works phase, then re-lease or 

underlease to commercial and / or community enterprises, as a whole or by individual 
units 

 
17.4 These three options are not exhaustive.  There may be many others and further ‘variations 

on a theme’.  Before we explore the full gamut of opportunities, however, we feel that it is 
imperative that British Waterways establishes a number of ‘ground rules’ concerning: 
· Acceptable lease terms (length of lease) 
· Ability to enter into ‘peppercorn lease’ arrangements 
· Required rental levels / acceptable ‘overage’ arrangements 
· Preparedness to enter into lease agreements or joint venture development arrangements 

with the public sector, private sector or voluntary sector 
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18. Examples of similar projects 
18.1 The project team has identified a number of completed projects that have similarities to the 

Transhipment Warehouse project in terms of architectural solutions, uses and potential 
delivery mechanisms.  Gazetteer sheets for each are provided at Appendix M. 

 
18.2 Portland Basin, Ashton under Lyme, Greater Manchester is a canalside warehouse, 

refurbished in 1996-99 by the local authority in partnership with a housing association.  The 
Warehouse now provides office accommodation to let, residential apartments and a Council-
run museum that attracts 90,000 visitors per year. 

 
18.3 The Standedge Tunnel Visitor Centre was refurbished as part of the 20-year Huddersfield 

Narrow Canal restoration project.  This former canal warehouse now provides two floors of 
attractive office accommodation to rent on the upper floors, with a heritage centre run by 
volunteers on the ground floor. 

      
 Standedge Tunnel Visitor Centre                Richmond Station   
         

18.4 The old Coastguard Station at Robin Hoods Bay is a faithful rebuilding of the Victorian 
structure demolished in the 1960s.  It provides a combination of visitor / education centre, 
specialist retail and holiday accommodation.  The building is managed by the National Trust 
and North Yorkshire National Park in partnership.  The capital project was funded from a 
cocktail of public grant sources. 

 
18.5 Richmond Station in North Yorkshire is an example of a community-led restoration and 

regeneration project, now managed on substantially commercial lines by the trust that 
developed it.  The station platforms provide a multi-function space for exhibitions and events, 
part-occupied a commercial café / restaurant operator.  Six retail / workshop units are let to 
local businesses including a bakery and cheese shop.  There are also offices to let and 
meeting rooms available for hire.  The rental income covers the costs of a management 
team employed by the trust.  The capital costs of the restoration and conversion project were 
met from a wide range of public, Lottery and charitable trust grants. 

 
19. Next steps and issues to be explored further du ring stage 2 of the study 
19.1 The purpose of this interim report is to enable British Waterways’ officers to gain an 

understanding of how the consultant team has come to recommend that design options 3 
and 7 be explored at the next stage, and to endorse this recommendation.  

 
19.2 The design options will be displayed to the public at the Whaley Water Weekend on 21 and 

22 June, when Heritage Works’ personnel will be available to record community views. 
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19.3 It is hoped that authority to progress to the second stage of the study will be given in early 
July.  The scope of this second stage is outlined in the methodology in chapter 3. 

 
19.4 The consultant team has identified some issues that will require particular exploration during 

stage 2: 
· Progress of local regeneration and development proposals, particularly the second bridge 

into the Bingswood Industrial Estate 
· Delivery mechanisms ands ownership structures with will satisfy British Waterways 

statutory obligations and make the project eligible for grant funding 
· Evaluation of the capacity of local and regional community enterprises to participate 

further in the project 
· Potential for wider public benefits and tangible, quantifiable economic outputs. 

 


