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1. Introduction 
This document presents the findings to emerge from a public consultation exercise with a 

group of nominated stakeholders on options for the development of the Pier Head and former 

Hermitage Academy sites in Helensburgh. 

 

In our report: 

 

• Section 2 presents the background to and objectives of the assignment 

 

• Section 3 summarises our approach to the consultation event 

 

• Section 4 presents respondents’ views on the options for the Pier Head site 

 

• Section 5 assesses respondents’ comments on the options for the former Hermitage 

Academy site 

 

• Section 6 presents our concluding comments 
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2. Background and Objectives 
On 3 November 2011, Argyll and Bute Council’s Executive required that the Executive 

Director of Development and Infrastructure undertake a detailed appraisal of certain options 

that were reported to the Executive. These options were: 

 

Option 
 

Description 

1 

Do Nothing   

 

4a(1) Joint Offer  Leisure Facility along with Food Retail/Supermarket on 

Pier Head with very limited residential and outdoor public space 

Residential Housing development including Dunbritton at Hermitage 

site  

4b(1) Joint Offer   Food Retail/Supermarket on Pier Head wrapped with 

shop frontage retail, some residential and outdoor public realm space  

Leisure Facility at the former Hermitage site, with further private 

residential housing development including Dunbritton  

 

As part of the detailed appraisal and communication strategy it is intended to seek the views 

of specified local stakeholders as to the preferred option for the developments described 

above. These views will provide context for the financial appraisal that is being undertaken 

concurrently and the results of the consultation will be considered by the Executive in support 

of the recommended preferred option.  

 

The aim of the consultation exercise is to establish a local community perspective to the 

proposed options which will inform the Council’s assessment of its preferred option and the 

potential positive impact on the local area. 
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3. Our Approach 
The Council provided a list of individuals and organisations to be invited to the consultation 

event (Appendix 1). In addition to this list, we were asked to include a few members of the 

Argyll and Bute Citizens’ Panel. The consultation exercise was arranged for the 23rd 

November in the Victoria Halls, Helensburgh, with thirteen participants attending.  

 

The discussion would focus on the issues set out in the discussion guide agreed with the 

Council (Appendix 2). 

 

Hexagon Research and Consulting provided an introduction to the consultation event, 

including a short history of the sites as a context for the discussion. Gareth Hoskins of Gareth 

Hoskins Architects then presented the options. Fergus Murray from the Council’s Planning 

Service and Helen Ford, a consultant working for the Council, were also present to respond to 

questions raised by participants.  

 

With the agreement of participants, the discussion was recorded to allow the use of verbatim 

quotations. 
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4. Pier Head 
The views of participants on the options for the Pier Head site are considered below in relation 

to the following: 

 

• Supermarket 

• Other retail units 

• Pool and leisure facility 

• Residential 

• Parking 

• Petrol station 

• Links with other developments 

 

4.1 Supermarket 
The proposal for a supermarket on the Pier Head site generated most discussion at the 

consultation event. Many respondents felt Helensburgh needed a supermarket and that it 

would be preferable to have this in the town because it would help to stem the ‘leakage’ of 

retail sales which, they felt, would be exacerbated by an out of town supermarket: 

 

The Community Council is legally bound to express the opinions of the community. 
That’s what we did with the Waitrose site. Twelve hundred people responded; we went 
to the square, we went to Carmichael, we went to Churchill, we went to Facebook. 
We’re doing a similar exercise this time and we’re actually going to the schools; we’re 
going to Lomond School and Hermitage. The first question was ‘Do you want a 
supermarket in the town?’ Ninety-eight percent said ‘yes’. The first question in our new 
survey is ‘Do you want a supermarket on the Pier site?’ Now, when you get twelve to 
thirteen hundred responses out of a population of about ten thousand, excluding the 
very young and very old, that’s not a bad return in terms of numbers and being 
representative of the views of the community. So as far as we are concerned, 
Helensburgh wants a supermarket. The next thing we have to find out is, ‘Do you want 
it there (the Pier Head)?’ Let’s see where the numbers fall. 
Focus group participant 
 
I’ve heard figures of 50% of food spend is leaked out of town. I know the impact a 
supermarket on the edge of town may have on our unique range of town shops. There 
is no other town in Scotland like it. No shop in Helensburgh has gone bust; people 
have left for other reasons but very rarely because the trade has been bad. So we 
should do everything we can to bring people into the town, so they spend their money 
in the town. If a supermarket has to be there to bring the retail leakage back, it’s far 
better it’s in the town centre. In three hours you can shop in Sainsbury’s, or whatever it 
will be, and then go and shop in the rest of the town. So it’s all about supporting your 
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local businesses, making the town more attractive to visitors and making it attractive to 
residents. 
Focus group participant 
 
The factor that has to be taken into consideration from the Waitrose application is the 
adverse effect this can have on the town and because of that I think there is a very 
great danger in having any sort of out of town supermarket. In terms of the options, it 
seems to me it has to be a supermarket in the town. 
Focus group participant 
 
A few participants felt there should not be a supermarket on the Pier Head, with one favouring 

an out of town site: 

 

We don’t need a supermarket on the sea front. If the money (from selling another site 
for supermarket development) was spent doing up the sea front with better recreational 
facilities, that’s what we really want. 
Focus group participant 
 
We are being given two options here and both involve having a supermarket on the Pier 
Head. There should be an option for not having a supermarket there. 
Focus group participant 
 
I think if you have a supermarket on the Pier Head, Waitrose should still be entertained 
on the edge of town. 
Focus group participant 
 
This prompted some participants to ask whether other sites had been considered in the town: 

 

We’re being directed to these two sites but I’d be quite interested to know what other 
sites have been considered (for a supermarket). 
Focus group participant 
 
Have they ever thought of another site for a supermarket? Who in their right mind 
would put a supermarket in the tourist area? It’s the first time I have heard of a 
supermarket as a tourist attraction. There is an alternative site, a very difficult one but 
an alternative nonetheless. It’s the Bank car park. Why can’t we build a two storey 
supermarket there with a two storey car park below it? 
Focus group participant 
 
Helen Ford and Fergus Murray responded to these questions: 

 
One of the big issues with that site (Bank car park) is access.  
Helen Ford 
 
The supermarkets will have looked at a number of sites and if the expense of it makes it 
impractical, they will not be interested. It’s also about land ownership. A lot of land 
owners have no interest in selling. Supermarkets want practical, effective sites, sites 
without constraints that are as cheap as possible. That’s the reality of it. I don’t know 
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the details of the site you refer to but I do know other sites have been closely looked at 
by developers and rejected for a number of reasons. 
Fergus Murray 
 
There are no other sites in the town centre of that scale. In the past some supermarkets 
have investigated in terms of assembling land packages, looking at what gap sites are 
available but basically they have come to the conclusion they cannot not assemble an 
effective site elsewhere in the town centre. Nationally you have this sequential test. 
You look at the town centre, that’s where you are supposed to go. You then look at the 
edge of town centre sites and I now in the past some supermarkets have looked at sites 
like the gasometer site, another had about 300 owners, so they left that. So really what 
the town has is one key site in the town centre, the Pier Head, then there are no other 
sites until you come out to the Hermitage site  and then the Colgrain site and then on to 
the greenfield sites. So the supermarkets have looked at it logically and that’s why we 
have the Waitrose application for the Colgrain site and the Sainsbury application for 
the Pier. 
Fergus Murray 
 
While a few participants would prefer to see a supermarket on an alternative site, more 

respondents felt the Pier Head represented the most realistic and viable option. They 

accepted it may not be ideal, but they saw the Pier Head site as an important asset to secure 

the recreation and public realm aspects of the development options: 

 

My belief is that when the Waitrose question was asked and 98% said yes to a 
supermarket in the town, that clearly shows what people want. Is it ideal the 
supermarket is on the Pier Head? No, but realistically, and we have used that word a lot 
tonight, if that is the site that will inject the money to do all the things that the people of 
Helensburgh want, then is it a big price to pay? No. It will only take up a fraction of the 
waterfront and it will enhance the whole area. 
Focus group participant 
 
I feel quite strongly that in any future public consultation people have to understand it 
(a supermarket) is going to be on the Pier Head or there will be no pool because we 
need the pay off. This is our asset; this is what we are selling to get the gain. If people 
realised that, they may take a more practical approach. 
Focus group participant 
 
The bottom line is that without a development of some description to generate income, 
there will be no swimming pool in the town in three to five years. That’s the reality of 
the situation. 
Focus group participant 
 
I have long been opposed to the idea of a supermarket on the Pier but I’ve come round 
to the view that the Pier is one of the marketable assets we have, it’s a bargaining tool. 
If we want something else, that’s the price we may have to pay. 
Focus group participant 
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The supermarket on the Pier seems to be the key for it to be developed. I don’t like the 
idea but equally if that’s the key for the Pier to be developed, that’s more important. 
Focus group participant 
 
Sainsbury mentioned to soak up the leakage from the town at the moment they need 
nearly 23,000 sq. ft. of net operating space. Without that, they will not stop the leak of 
food sales. So for us to say we don’t want that critical mass, we’re being naive because 
the site will never be developed unless we are realistic. I understand all the 
sensitivities, but the balance is key because if we come up with something that is not 
credible, nothing will happen.  
Focus group participant 
 
Anybody who thinks the Pier Head site would remain viable if Waitrose get their 
development is quite naive. That site (the Pier Head) in monetary terms will be worth 
half. 
Focus group participant 
 
Can I just offer a brief comparison with Waitrose and whoever might develop the Pier 
Head site? I have no affinity with any of the brands; I think they are all great brands for 
the town. Waitrose, if they build a supermarket at Colgrain, will give £15,000 to help 
complete a playground in Hermitage Park. Wonderful, but they are living in cloud 
cuckoo land. That’s an insult to the town. What we should be talking about is a 
planning gain opportunity that has at least six figures behind it. Land - how much are 
you going to give us for that? Top dollar? Then we’ll talk about planning gain. How 
many millions will you give us towards the pool? I said this precisely to Sainsbury 
when I was invited to a meeting with them. They understand the nature of the game and 
it’s up to them whether they decide to differentiate their offer and deal with the 
commercial realities of the situation. But please don’t think we can have a Waitrose and 
a supermarket on the Pier Head. It isn’t going to happen. It’s one or the other. 
Focus group participant 
 
I agree with all the comments about the aesthetics of the site but we need to be 
pragmatic. If we, as a community, cannot reach some level of consensus, that (the Pier 
Head) will be crumbling tarmac in thirty years’ time and fails the next generation. So I 
would urge people to consider the options in that context. There were two things that 
allowed Lomond shores to be developed in a very sensitive site; without the retail 
component and the hospitality element within that, as well as the European funding, it 
would not stack up as a visitor destination. In fact it still does not stack up; even Merlin 
Entertainments, who are a billion pound operation, require a subsidy to keep it open. 
Focus group participant 
 
Acknowledging the development of a supermarket on the Pier Head site was not ideal, several 

respondents felt steps must be taken to maximise the quality of the development: 

 
Hopefully we can exert as much control as we can as far as the design is concerned.  
I’ve seen lots of nice supermarkets around the country that are one and a half storey 
developments and with quite attractive skylines. 
Focus group participant 
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Helensburgh Community Council is very strong on design and we call this site a 
landmark site. It cries out for quality. Helensburgh is a visitor town and good design is 
good business. We’ve seen what the V&A is going to be like in Dundee and good 
design will attract people to Helensburgh. It will attract residents back into the town 
and it will attract visitors to the town. 
Focus group participant 
 
In terms of arriving at the end solution, how much leadership can the Council provide 
in terms of providing a very detailed brief for the market? 
Focus group participant 
 
At the end of the day, whatever will appear on the site will depend on the commercial 
developer in negotiation with the owner of the site and the saving grace will be that you 
(Gareth Hoskins) will be there to oversee the design concept. Is that wishful thinking? 
Focus group participant 
 
In response, Gareth Hoskins commented: 
 
If supermarkets are left to their own devices they will build a big tin shed with a sign on 
it and a door. There are levels of development control you can impose on them about 
the quality of what they do but which will affect the receipt. So it’s important we get 
feedback from the public so we know about the quality of what we should be asking for. 
They (the supermarkets) will build one in the centre of Glasgow within a listed building. 
They will work with all of those constraints if they are made to. Stirling Castle has a big 
supermarket beside it. It was one of the most expensive because it’s right beside the 
castle and they had to spend a fortune on what it looked like from the outside. The 
Council will have to decide what level to push that to and that needs to be informed by 
comments from you. 
Gareth Hoskins 
 
There is a point for the community to comment back on that. What we are preparing is 
a development brief to go out to the market and in one sense that could say ‘just do 
what you want’ and the Council could get the maximum receipt from that. But that’s not 
what the Council is trying to do. They are trying to take a view on what the impact 
might be on the long term development of the town and balance that with what the 
resultant income might be to enable some of the other developments in the town.  But 
the development brief we put out can prescribe certain things, like a level of design 
quality, the heights of development; it can go into a lot of detail.  
Gareth Hoskins 
 

One participant sought information on the scale of the supermarket development, which 

Gareth Hoskins explained was similar in size to the Sainsbury proposal: 

 

You have suggested a 54,000 sq. ft. supermarket which is much larger than Sainsbury. 
Why have you gone for that size?  
Focus group participant 
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It’s not. It’s bang on with the Sainsbury proposal. The 54,000 is partly due to the 
research that has been done by the commercial agents and the discussions with all the 
different operators to see whether or not they would be interested in the town and the 
scale of operation they would be interested in. It also reflects what the Retail Impact 
Assessment tells us. 
Gareth Hoskins 
 

Another participant asked whether a decision to site a supermarket had already been taken. 

Gareth Hoskins explained that no decision had been taken and the consultation exercise was 

an important stage in helping the Council to evaluate the options: 

 
Has a decision already been made that we are having a supermarket? I thought that 
was why we were having a six week consultation period.  
Focus group participant 
 
No decision has been made at all. That’s the sole purpose of this exercise; to find out 
what public opinion is. This is a prelude to getting a Council decision which has not 
been reached yet but will agree a period of public consultation on Master Plan options. 
Running parallel with that is a planning process. Master Plan options are not planning 
consents. So nothing has been agreed yet and what we are asking you for is your 
opinion on the most realistic ways forward. 
Gareth Hoskins 
 
Another respondent asked if the receipt from the sale of the sites will be ring fenced for 

Helensburgh. Helen Ford explained that any benefit from the sale of the Pier Head site would 

stay within Helensburgh: 

 
Will the money that is accrued to Argyll and Bute Council be ring fenced for 
Helensburgh or will it be scattered back to the Council and other areas? 
Focus group participant 
 
The Pier Head site was given to the town and falls under the category of common 
goods. Therefore any benefit that accrues from the development of that site will remain 
within Helensburgh. That’s for the Pier Head site but not for the former Hermitage 
Academy site. 
Helen Ford 
 
4.2 Other Retail Units 
Both options for the Pier Head include the development of other retail units in addition to a 

supermarket and several participants felt it was important to provide these larger units to 

attract new retailers to the town as well as providing the size of retail space to maximise 

operating efficiencies and reduce prices: 

 
The majority of our members are in business, retail or otherwise. If there is going to be 
activity, they want as much activity centred round the Pier Head car park as possible 
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rather than split into two or three places. All our members accept that 30-40% of 
business escapes out of the town and it’s better that as much of the business is 
retained as possible within the boundary of the town. 
Focus group participant 
 
I agree with the need for retail and the other retail spaces on the site. Having being 
involved in retail in the town and a member of the Chamber board, what Helensburgh 
drastically needs is bigger spaces for the bigger retail operators. As much as we are all 
retailing in the town, a lot of people leave the town to shop at Peacocks, Primark and 
are not shopping locally. If we have space that can attract those bigger name retailers, 
regardless of who they are, that will keep people shopping in Helensburgh and that will 
only benefit the town. We need more people to buy locally instead of going to 
Dumbarton or Clydebank to buy. So I think it’s really important we provide these bigger 
retail units on the Pier Head site 
Focus group participant 
 
People leave Helensburgh to shop elsewhere because it’s cheaper and that’s because 
other towns have bigger units available to accommodate more turnover. There is no 
unit in Helensburgh that lends itself to offering cheaper products. People can’t afford to 
shop in Helensburgh; that’s the be all and end all of it, and the Pier Head offers the 
opportunity for some bigger retail units. 
Focus group participant 
 
However, some participants were opposed to the retail units, citing the example of some 

empty shops in the town. Others felt the retail units would replicate the shops in Dumbarton 

which they felt were failing: 

 

I’m quite seriously opposed to other retail units on the Pier because despite what some 
have said there are some empty shops in the town and some undesirable shops in the 
town compared to what we used to have. 
Focus group participant 
 
It would mean we would just be like another Dumbarton and that is failing badly. 
Focus group participant 
 
Could I suggest the reason Dumbarton is failing badly is that the best asset they have, 
the view of the water, is totally obscured and the same thing is going to happen here. 
Why would we invite a disaster? 
Focus group participant 
 
In response, Gareth Hoskins and Helen Ford added: 

 
In relation to the scale of retail, we are not, on any of these proposals, providing the 
fullest sense of retail that has been identified in the Retail Impact Assessment. There is 
still apparently more capacity. What we are doing is that we are showing slightly larger 
units, and I know there are empty units just now. But to attract certain operators within 
the town, we will need slightly different sized units to accommodate that need. 
Gareth Hoskins 
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The vacant units we have in Helensburgh is well below the national average. In terms of 
comparison retail, the types of stores that are interested are looking for 6,000 to 8,000 
sq. ft. for the likes of Peacocks. We do have a list of specific comparative retailers who 
have expressed an interest in the Pier Head at that scale. 
Helen Ford 
 
4.3 Pool and Leisure Facility 
The majority of participants felt the new pool and leisure facility should be on the Pier Head. A 

key reason given was that it would enhance the site as a civic space and encourage more 

residents and visitors into the town. It was also seen as being more accessible to residents, 

especially for those living on the peninsula: 

  

I wholeheartedly think the pool should be put on the Pier as the more accessible option 
(compared to the former Hermitage Academy site). 
Focus group participant 
 
My personal view is that the pool ought to be there (the Pier Head) and there ought to 
be a promenade all the way round. If those two things happen, then my first ambitions 
would be satisfied. 
Focus group participant 
 
Making the town more attractive to visitors and making it attractive to residents is 
important and I personally would like to see the leisure centre kept on the Pier Head.     
Focus group participant 
 
To have the pool on the Pier is an added draw to bring people into the town centre 
which you wouldn’t have if it went out to the old Academy site. 
Focus group participant 
 
Parents could come into town, send their kids for a swim while they shop in the 
supermarket. 
Focus group participant 
 
One respondent raised the issue of the accessibility of a new pool on the former Hermitage 

Academy site. Gareth Hoskins responded by saying accessibility remained an issue which 

would be evaluated as part of the appraisal process: 

 
 
In 2009 when we asked why can’t we get a new pool on the site of the old Academy, the 
Council made a big issue of people travelling from the peninsula to the centre of 
Helensburgh and than having to travel an extra half a mile to the site. But now it’s a 
viable option. So what’s changed? 
Focus group participant 
 
It hasn’t changed in terms of accessibility and transport. If you put the pool on the 
former Hermitage site there are issues of travel and accessibility. That has been noted. 
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Having the pool on the Pier Head is seen as the most accessible and these are the sort 
of issues that will be weighed up in the appraisal. 
Gareth Hoskins 

 

Some respondents felt a new pool would work in other locations, prompting a question about 

the viability of other sites:  

 
I coach the swimming club and I don’t mind where the new facility is. If it’s a good 
enough facility, people will use it. I would prefer it on the Pier Head, but it would work 
elsewhere. 
Focus group participant 
 
My guess is that if people are keen on swimming, if they have to go a bit further to a 
new pool, they will happily do that. 
Focus group participant 
 
At least there is now another site for the swimming pool and there may be many more 
sites. Is the pool a function that justifies town centre land? Lots of other towns survive 
very well without a swimming pool in the town centre. 
Focus group participant 
 
Fergus gave a very good example of a sequential test for a supermarket, starting in the 
town centre and working outwards. It would be interesting to hear if there is a 
sequential test for the pool; are there any other sites available other than the two we 
have discussed? 
Focus group participant 
 
Gareth Hoskins responded by referring to the site appraisal carried out as part of the Outline 

Business Case for the new pool and leisure centre: 

 
There has already been a very considerable exercise looking at sites during the 
preparation of the Outline Business Case. At that time the former Academy site wasn’t 
on the table as it was part of Dickie’s deal. It came down to the rugby club area, 
Hermitage Park and the Pier Head. It then got narrowed down to Hermitage Park 
because it would be a public facility that had a synergy with the Victoria Halls and 
could maybe re-activate the Park and the Pier Head. The issue of public transport and 
accessibility was very much one of the reasons why it gravitated back to the Pier Head, 
but also to make it a landmark building. 
Gareth Hoskins 

Another participant asked if the site in Hermitage Park would now be a viable option for the 

pool:  

 
What would a swimming pool on Hermitage Park look like today? There is an obvious 
synergy with this building and with the revitalised Hermitage Park which is a pretty 
moribund park as it stands just now.  
Focus group participant 
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There is a site available, the old Council depot site which is built into the northwest 
corner of Hermitage Park. I don’t know how big that is in terms of your overall 
requirements but it’s a pretty big site. 
Focus group participant 
 
Gareth Hoskins replied that the site had been looked at but in order to accommodate the pool, 

the space occupied by the tennis courts, putting and bowling green would have been required: 

 
A key concern of some participants was the timing of the development of the new pool and 

leisure centre: 

 

My understanding is the existing swimming pool has a lifespan of three to five years 
left. What is a realistic timescale for any of this work actually happening? 
Focus group participant 
 
Gareth Hoskins responded to say the timings were currently being looked at: 
 
My understanding is that it’s nearer five years then it’s on its last legs. So there either 
has to be a full repair of the existing swimming pool or there is a new facility. It would 
be possible to have a development that would start to have these things being done 
within that period. We are starting to look at the programme and we can provide you 
with that over the next few weeks. 
Gareth Hoskins 

 

Another participant said that during the consultation on the last pool closure, there was a 

promise from the Council that a new pool would be built before the old one was demolished: 

 

I’m just a bit disappointed they spent the money on the pool and when they were doing 
their consultation last time we were promised that, because it had been shut for a year 
with all the disruption to the kids’ swimming lessons, they would build the new pool 
before they would demolish the old one. That promise now seems to have gone out the 
window because there is all this money floating about. It now looks like it will be a case 
of the pool being flattened and you just have to do without it for a couple of years. I’m 
very disappointed with that attitude. I feel the Council made a promise they will not be 
able to keep. 
Focus group participant 
 
Helen Ford said no decision had been taken on the timing of any development work and 

participants were being asked if the closure of the old pool before a new one was built was 

acceptable.  
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That’s not what the Council is saying at all. They are asking if closing the pool while a 
new one is built is acceptable to you. They are not saying it is going to happen. They 
are asking what would be your view if that was the situation. 
Helen Ford 
 
In response, a participant said: 

 
 Well. If that is what we are being asked, the answer is ‘no’. It’s not acceptable. 
Focus group participant 
 

Finally, one participant asked if the design of the new pool and leisure would reflect the needs 

of disabled people. Gareth Hoskins and Helen Ford replied by saying the design brief and the 

planning process would ensure the building was DDA compliant: 

 

I do not think Helensburgh is very DDA compliant and I’m worried if the new leisure 
complex is built and run by a developer, where will the accountability be to ensure they 
meet the needs of disabled people? 
Focus group participant 
 
The design brief would be aware of DDA issues.  
Gareth Hoskins 
 
A requirement of the planning application would be that the building was DDA 
compliant. 
Helen Ford 

 

4.4 Residential 
The main concern about the residential component of the development was the height of the 

supermarket building as the proposal involved building residential units above the 

supermarket. Some participants felt this would impact on the view across the Clyde: 

 
I do think that putting residents on top of the supermarket is wrong because that will 
detract from the view. 
Focus group participant 
 
Leaving off the residential units would reduce the height of the development. 
Focus group participant 
 
So, if you were walking down Sinclair Street, would you be able to see over the top (of 
the supermarket)? 
Focus group participant 
 
Since that pub was burned down, the view that has been opened up has been amazing. 
Focus group participant 
In response, Gareth Hoskins commented: 
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It would be about one and a half storeys. Shop storeys are always slightly taller. 
Gareth Hoskins 
 
We felt the Master Plan heights were too excessive and in the development brief we 
have been preparing we will be setting heights that tie in with the scale of the town and 
would not go beyond that. When you are down at street level, whether it’s one storey or 
the same height as the buildings that are there now, it will kill that immediate view 
anyway but you do get a stronger esplanade.  
Gareth Hoskins 

If you are walking down Sinclair Street, you will still see straight ahead to the Pier Head 
anyway. The development will not come across that far. 
Gareth Hoskins 
 
Gareth also commented on the significantly reduced scale of the residential compared to the 

Master Plan, saying it was being proposed as a way to improve the design of the elevation: 

 
We have scaled down the residential. The original Master Plan had about 130 units and 
we think there is a maximum you could do of about thirty. There is a demand from the 
MoD for officers’ flats and things like that. The Reporter in the enquiry commented on 
the inappropriateness of the great big long elevation; the blank elevations you will 
always have at the back and the fact that it wasn’t in keeping with the scale of the town. 
For me, the residential is not about getting residential value, it’s about articulating it, 
modulating it, controlling the quality of design so you get something that is of the scale 
of the town rather than a big shed with a big roof on it. So I think it’s about a design 
quality aspect that is very important. 
Gareth Hoskins 
 
4.5 Parking 
The design options for the Pier Head will create parking for the supermarket and the new pool 

and leisure facility. This prompted one participant to ask what car parking provision would be 

provided for commuters and visitors: 

 
There were going to be 380-390 parking spaces with the Sainsbury plan. They will be 
parking managed so you will get a maximum of three hours parking. A lot of people 
park there to go to work, or day trippers in the town for the day. Where are they going 
to park? 
Focus group participant 
 
Gareth Hoskins responded by referring to other options in the town to provide parking: 

  

It’s not very good planning to have your waterfront taken over by permanent parking. 
There are a number of transport assessments for the town and there are other 
opportunities to park and ride and other spaces in the town that would not swamp the 
Pier Head. So there are much cleverer solutions to parking in the town. 
Gareth Hoskins 
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4.6 Petrol Station 

While there was a recognition that the town needed a second petrol station, participants felt 

the Pier Head site was too valuable for a petrol station and other sites should be found: 

 
Petrol stations take up a lot of room and it would be a waste having one on the Pier 
Head.  
Focus group participant 
 
The Pier Head is too valuable a site to have a petrol station. 
Focus group participant 
 
By definition, you are mobile if you need petrol, so petrol stations can be anywhere. 
Focus group participant 
 
 
4.7 Link with other developments 
Some participants referred to the importance of ensuring any development of the Pier Head 

reflected other developments in the town, particularly the CHORD project: 

 

I’m very pleased to hear about design quality and I think we are very fortunate at the 
moment. We are suffering from tunnel vision. There are lots of other things going on in 
the town as well; the options for housing, the restaurant at the west end. So having the 
town centre as a pivot or hub is going to be even more important, to get some balance 
between the west and the east of the town. It (the Pier Head development) offers some 
real design opportunities. 
Focus group participant 
 
We were asked to think about what would work alongside CHORD and if we are talking 
about public realm and visitors to the town, it’s important the swimming pool is kept in 
the town centre. 
Focus group participant 
 

I think it’s important to continue the good work of the CHORD project (along with the 
Pier Head development). 
Focus group participant 
 

Another participant raised a question about the use of space on the Pier Head site and 

whether there was an opportunity to provide for more civic space: 

 

There seems to be tension between whether the Pier Head site should be more a civic 
space with a supermarket or whether it should be a supermarket with a little bit of a 
civic facility. There is also tension between a quick financial gain or whether there 
should be long term welfare of the town. If one were to take the view that’s it’s long 
term welfare of the town and there should be a civic space with a supermarket 
included, then there would seem to be a strong argument for retaining the pool on the 
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Pier Head site. If that were the case, then what else might be dispensed with if you are 
looking for space? It seems to me one is residential, because that could be anywhere 
and doesn’t have to be on the Pier Head. The second is the extra retail. There is already 
a lot of retail going on, some of the retail outlets are struggling, so one wonders why 
there will be extra retail besides the supermarket. Thirdly, is under croft parking. If the 
pool is a given and it must be there, could some other things go?  
Focus group participant 
 

Gareth Hoskins responded by referring to the improvement of civic space in the town through 

CHORD and it was therefore a question of the quality of the civic space that is provided on the 

Pier Head: 

  

I think there is an interesting question about civic space in the town. We actually have 
quite a lot of civic space and it’s a question of the quality of the space. We’re having 
the western esplanade redeveloped through the CHORD project and Colquhoun Square 
redeveloped, and I question whether creating a large civic space on the Pier Head is 
needed within the intensity of a town environment. In terms of losing something to 
make more space, I’m not sure you do need to lose a great deal because these (the 
buildings) all have a smaller overall footprint than the Master Plan. I can see the query 
of having residential on the site but taking this off will not give you anymore available 
space because it will be above the retail. 
Gareth Hoskins 
 
The more prescriptive we are (with the design brief), the less wriggle room they (the 
supermarkets) have in the development and are likely to give slightly less money. So, if 
you say we must have underground car parking, we know we’ll write £5m off the 
amount of money the Council will get. 
Gareth Hoskins 
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5. Former Hermitage Academy  
As Section 4.3 has indicated, most participants would prefer to see the new pool and leisure 

facility developed on the Pier Head.  Participants echoed this view on the short discussion 

about the options for the former Hermitage Academy site, adding that they felt a pool near a 

housing development would not work well. Most participants favoured the option to use the 

site solely for housing: 

 

I’d be in favour of the site used for housing only. That’s what it’s zoned for. 
Focus group participant 
 
I don’t think the pool should be on the old Hermitage site because of the transport 
problems of getting out there. 
Focus group participant 
 
I think a pool in the middle of a housing development isn’t right. It will create a lot of 
traffic which I’m sure the residents wouldn’t like. 
Focus group participant 
 
It’s always been an issue for kids from the peninsula getting to Helensburgh to use the 
pool. They can do it now, but they simply couldn’t get to Colgrain (the former 
Hermitage Academy site) at all. There isn’t a bus service that goes that way and the 
times are all wrong. It just wouldn’t work. 
Focus group participant 
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6. Concluding Comments 
The consultation event with stakeholders has generated valuable feedback for the Council on 

the options for the Pier Head and former Hermitage Academy sites. Key conclusions arising 

from this feedback include: 

 

• A town centre supermarket – many participants felt the town needed a supermarket 

and most favoured a town centre location to help stem the leakage of sales out of the 

town  

 

• Pier Head as the most realistic supermarket location – several participants said 

the Pier Head site was not ideal but it was the most realistic option for a supermarket if 

the town was to get the funding to help with the recreation and public realm 

improvements it needed. However, a few participants did not agree with the 

development of a supermarket on the Pier Head 

 

• Importance of maximising design quality on the Pier Head – in recognition that the 

development of a supermarket on the Pier Head was not ideal, several participants 

said it was essential the design quality of the development was high 
 

• Importance of the other retail units on the Pier Head – the additional retail units 

were welcomed by several participants as these would provide the size of retail space 

needed by some of the larger brands. However, some other participants felt there was 

no need for these additional units as there were some empty shops in the town centre 
 

• Pier Head as the preferred location for the new pool and leisure facility – the 

majority of participants felt the new pool and leisure facility should be on the Pier Head 

to help attract residents and tourists to the town. The Pier Head site was also 

regarded as more accessible, especially for those living on the peninsula 
 

• Concerns about the timing of the new pool and leisure facility – some 

respondents were concerned about the potential timing of the development and said 

they would prefer to see a new pool and leisure facility built before the old pool was 

demolished  
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• Concerns about the residential component - several respondents expressed 

concern about building residential units above the supermarket, primarily because 

they felt this would have an adverse impact on the view to the Clyde 
 

• No petrol station for the Pier Head  - no participants favoured the development of a 

petrol station on the Pier Head 
 

• Former Hermitage Academy site for housing – participants prefer the former 

Hermitage Academy site to be used solely for housing 
 

Jim Patton 
Hexagon Research and Consulting 

November 2011 
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FOCUS GROUP ‐ HELENSBURGH  REDEVELOPMENT 
OF THE PIER HEAD AND FORMER HERMITAGE 
ACADEMY SITE         
AREA OF COMMUNITY REPRESENTED  NAMED PERSON  Response 

Helensburgh Community Council  Darrel  Hendrie, Chair  Unable to attend 
Helensburgh Community Council  Nigel Millar  Attended 
Cove and Kilcreggan Community Council  Toni Howard and Fiona Howard  Attended

Helensburgh Chamber of Commerce (Business) 
George Watt, Chamber of 
Commerce/CHORD Project Board 

Attended

Retailers  Michael Curley, The Buffet Shop  No response
The Helensburgh & District Civic Society  Trevor Welch, Chair  Did not attend
Helensburgh Heritage Trust  Stewart Noble, Chair  Unable to attend

Love Loch Lomond (tourism operators)  John Urquhart, Chair   Unable to attend 

Hermitage Academy (Youths) 
School Community Council 
Representative 

No response

Lomond School (Youth) 
School Community Council 
Representative 

No response

Disability Access 
Findlay McQuarrie (Alzheimers 
Society) 

No response

Enable  Joan Fraser, Chair  Attended
Jigsaw  Sarah Tryon, Chair  Unable to attend 
Helensburgh Pool All Facility Concession Member  Joan Scullion   No response 
Helensburgh Athletic Club Chair  Kevin Johnson, Chair  Attended

Helensburgh Swimming Club  Alan Morrison and Graham Craig  

 
 
Attended 

Helensburgh Senior Forum  Mary Daly  No response
Helensburgh Property Letting   Robert Buchanan  No response

Churches ‐ Town Centre 
Rev. George Vidits COS  ‐ St 
Andrews 

No response

   Rev Peter Lennon ‐ St Josephs  Unable to attend 

Tree Trust  Sandy Kerr, Chair (and wife) 
Left after the 
introduction 

Bill Macintyre  ACHA Board member    Did not attend 
Phil Worms  Helensburgh Heroes   No response 
Helensburgh Study Group  Alistair Macbeth   Attended

Chair of A&B Community Health Partnership  Bill Brackenridge   

 
 
Attended 

Garelochead Community Council  Colin Taylor  No response 
Rhu and Shandon Community Council  Pat Pollock‐Morris  Attended
Citizens' Panel  Catherine Kirk  Attended
Citizens' Panel  Mr. McInnes  Attended
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Pier Head and Former Hermitage Academy Sites: Focus Group Discussion 
Guide  
1. Introduction 
(5 minutes) 

Welcome respondents 

 

Introduce Gareth Hoskins, Helen Ford and Fergus Murray 

 

Outline purpose of the event 

• Quick review to set the scene for the discussion and the desired 

outcomes 

• Presentation of options for the sites  

• Discussion to get stakeholders’ views on the options. Linked to a 

financial appraisal, it will help the Council select a preferred option to 

balance what the community wants and what the market wants, which 

meets planning requirements and which maximises the value of the 

Council’s assets 

 

2. Setting the 
scene 
(10 minutes) 

Strategic context 

• SOA, Corporate Plan and Development Plan 

• Areas For Action - Focus on town centre and waterfront regeneration 

•  Essential to link the development of both sites to other proposed 

developments 

 
Supermarket Application and Reporter’s Conclusions 2000-2002 

• Not of a sufficient design quality for such a key site 

• Exacerbated by a single proposed use (hence later drive for mixed use) 

• Overdevelopment of car parking (hence Reporter’s 1:20 level) 

 

Yellow Book Study 2004 

• Pier Head – unanimous agreement on need for complete renewal 

• Mixed use development preferred to help animate and populate the 

area 
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Master Plan 2009 

• Appropriate mix of uses – retail, residential and recreational 

• Proposed site configuration is now undeliverable due to sustained 

market conditions and needs to be revisited 

 

New Pool and Leisure Facility 2009/10 

• Outline Business Case in 2009  - Pier Head identified as preferred site 

• Former Hermitage Academy Site not considered during OBC 

development in 2009 due to contractual arrangements in place 

• ‘Community hub’ to be accommodated 

• Stage C design in 2010 clarified requirements 

 
Proposed developments 

• CHORD – March 2012 to May 2013 

• Clyde Street School (being taken to RIBA Stage D February 2012) 

• Waitrose Supermarket – planning application for Colgrain Business 

Park 

• Sainsbury – planning application pending for the Pier Head  

 

Current Planning Policy for Site Development 

• Pier Head – Town Centre site - Mixed use development; preferred 

location for supermarket/retail development 

• Former Hermitage Academy site – Consent for up to 166 homes, the 

largest scale housing allocation in Helensburgh and Lomond. Council 

planning approval being sought for 49 affordable units by Dunbritton 

HA, starting summer 2012 following successful bid to Government’s 

innovation fund 

• Colgrain Business park – only business and industrial allocation in the 

existing Development Plan for Helensburgh 

3. The Options 
(20 minutes) 
 
 

Gareth Hoskins 
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4. Discussion 
 
1. Pier Head Site  
 
Retail, open 
recreation space 
and residential 
(Pool on former 
Hermitage 
Academy site) 
(20 minutes) 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

The aim of the discussion is to evaluate each option in terms of the key 

outcomes the Council is seeking for the sites: 

 

 
Pier Head - Retail, open recreation space and residential (Pool on former 
Hermitage Academy site)  
What do you see as the overall benefits/challenges of this option? 

Prompt:  

Retail 

• Waitrose planning application 

• Need to demonstrate the validity of the recent Retail Study 

• Additional comparative retail floor space (this option offers more than 

other options)  

 
Parking 

• How the supermarket car parking on the Pier Head is accommodated 

/use leisure facility parking during peak periods  

• Loss of coach parking on Pier/ other potential locations for drop off  

• Loss of town centre parking on Pier/other potential locations 

 

Petrol station 

• Views on no petrol station provision/need to identify other sites for 

petrol provision 

 

Housing 

• Ensuring the residential element can be integrated successfully 

 

Public space 

• More open public space on the Pier Head (compared to other options) 

• Opportunity for ‘iconic’ building e.g. seafood restaurant 

 

Quality of design 

• Ensuring the development is not too dense and offers a sufficiently high 

quality of design 
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Retail, recreation, 
pool and 
residential  (20 

minutes) 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Pool/leisure facility 

• Loss of the pool/need to find a new site for a pool/leisure facility 

 
Supermarket/retail provision 
What would you like to see in terms of the content and quality of the 

supermarket/retail provision? 

 

Are there any aspects of the retail/supermarket component which are non-

negotiable?  

 

Housing 
What do you think of the proposal for some housing on the Pier Head 

development? 

 
What would you like to see in terms of the content and quality of the new 

housing on the Pier Head? 

 

Are there any aspects of the new housing component which are non-

negotiable?  

 

Fit with wider regeneration of Helensburgh 
How well does this option fit with the regeneration of Helensburgh and the 

other developments taking place/planned (CHORD and Clyde Street school)? 

 

Pier Head  - Retail, recreation, pool and residential   
What do you see as the overall benefits/challenges of this option? 

 

Prompt: 

Pool/leisure facility 

• New pool/leisure facility in a central location 

• It is likely the existing pool will be closed. What is an acceptable 
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2. The former 
Hermitage 

Academy site (10 
minutes) 
 
 
 

timescale? E.G. 1-2 years 

• Contingencies will need to be made for pool closure – have you any 

suggestions? 

 

Retail 

• Less retail floor space (compared to other options) 

 

Public space 

• Less open public space on the Pier Head (compared to other options) 

• No opportunity for ‘iconic’ building e.g. seafood restaurant (compared to 

other options) 

 

Mix of uses on the site 

• Better mix of uses on the site (the three ‘Rs’) 

• Concerns about the fit of a supermarket and new pool/leisure facility on 

the Pier Head 

 

What is important to you in terms of the content and quality of the new 

pool/leisure facility? 

 

Are there any aspects of the new pool/leisure facility which are non-negotiable? 

 

Fit with wider regeneration of Helensburgh 
How well does this option fit with the regeneration of Helensburgh and the 

other developments taking place/planned (CHORD and Clyde Street school)? 

 

 

The former Hermitage Academy site – residential only (affordable and 
market housing) or residential (affordable and market housing) and pool 
What do you think of the proposal for new housing on the old Hermitage 

Academy site? 

 

What would you like to see in terms of the content and quality of the new 
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Do nothing (10 
minutes) 
 

housing on the old Hermitage Academy site? 

  

Prompt: 

Mix of affordable and market housing 

 

What challenges will there be with the proposed new housing on the old 

Hermitage Academy site? 

 

Are there any aspects of the new housing component which are non-

negotiable?  

 

What do you think of the proposal to site the new pool/ leisure facility on the old 

Hermitage Academy site? 

 
Prompt 

• Not central enough/need for improved public transport 

 
Fit with wider regeneration of Helensburgh 
How well does this option fit with the regeneration of Helensburgh and the 

other developments taking place/planned (CHORD and Clyde Street school)? 

 
Do nothing  
 What do you see as the overall benefits/challenges of this option? 

 

How would you address the need for a leisure facility/pool? 

 

How would you address the need for retail/supermarket provision? 

 

How would you address the need for new housing provision? 

 

What, if anything, should be done on these sites? 
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5. Communicating 
with the 
community 
(5 minutes) 

What is the best way for the Council to communicate and engage with the local 

community on the detail and benefits of the preferred option (s)? 

 

What are the key messages the Council should be conveying in respect of the 

preferred option (s)? 

6. Close Next steps   
 
Thank respondents and close 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


