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What sank Neptune’s plans 
for New Brighton?

When secretary of state for communities and 

local government Ruth Kelly rejected Neptune 

Development’s £73 million scheme to rescue 

the fading resort of New Brighton this summer, 

it was the second time in two years that the 

Liverpool based developer had been very 

publicly let down by the public sector. 

 The fi rst, even more high profi le 

disappointment came in 2004 with the 

dramatic ditching of the ‘cloud’ building, 

Neptune’s controversial Will Alsop-designed 

proposal for the key Mann Island site on 

Liverpool waterfront.

 Across the Mersey on the Wirral Peninsula, 

Neptune’s plans for New Brighton were nearly 

six years in the making and included 

13,935 m2 of leisure, 140 new homes and 

a 7,618 m2 Morrison’s supermarket for the 

28 ha site, alongside an outdoor lido and 

refurbished Floral Pavilion theatre.

And if anywhere needs a lifeline, it’s New 

Brighton. As late as the 1960s visitors thronged 

to its delights – its open-air, now vanished 

swimming baths were once used by over 

a million people in a single summer season. 

It was the Northwest’s answer to Coney Island. 

The Benidorm of its day.

 These days however New Brighton is at the 

tail end of a thirty year decline, a litany of failed 

regeneration schemes having done little to 

halt the slide. In the 1980s a now classic book 

of photographs immortalised it as The Last 

Resort. So went wrong this time?

 Steve Parry, Neptune’s managing director, 

is adamant his fi rm’s plans were right all along: 

“We were looking to develop the old baths, 

which were demolished in the early 1990s after 

a storm. The Commission for Architecture and 

the Built Environment (CABE) said ‘move the 

baths’ and English Heritage agreed, and said 

‘move the marine lake and build a new lake 

on the old pool’.”

[CONTINUED OVER]

LOOKING 
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Filling in the marine lake was thus included in the 

statutory Unitary Development Plan for Wirral and the 

designs were drawn up. 

 The land reserved for Neptune’s work in the resort 

is owned by Wirral Metropolitan Borough Council and 

any public profi ts from its development would be 

ploughed back into the area rather than the general 

council coffers. As the land is owned by the council, 

the planning application was automatically referred to 

the Government Offi ce for the North West (GONW) for 

inspection. GONW then ‘called in’ the project for a 

public inquiry, which was held in February this year.

Ruth Kelly’s decision to reject the application was the 

eventual outcome, mainly due to the bulky design of 

residential, retail and leisure buildings on the site 

of the marine lake. In making her decision, Kelly 

was upholding the lengthy recommendation of the 

planning inspector.

Parry suspects the appointed planning inspector was 

opposed to fi lling in the marine lake but found other 

reasons to reject the scheme, ultimately saying CABE 

and English Heritage were wrong. He explains: “The 

secretary of state concludes it may be necessary to 

build on the site of the existing marine lake. She accepts 

that this could have an impact on the views of the 

lighthouse and the fort together, but considers that with 

good design and a reduced massing of the retail and 

residential elements, the impact could be limited.”

With bitter irony, Kevin Adderley, director of 

strategic development at Wirral council, points 

out that Neptune and the council moved the 

proposed site of the Morrison’s supermarket 

from the top [west] of the site down to the 

marine lake to accommodate objections 

from residents’ groups when Neptune began 

drawing up plans four years ago.

 He goes on: “The lake is unused and 

we only suggested fi lling it in because of the 

community’s concerns that the supermarket 

was going to be in the wrong place.”

Dismayed and bemused that CABE and English 

Heritage – which, ironically, were consulted 

for guidance in the fi rst place – were ignored, 

Parry will fi ght on.

 “The Secretary of State’s letter is the 

legal response and in that we’ve been 

given a checklist to work on.”

 To that end, Neptune will meet Kelly’s 

three demands as it sees them: carry out 

a baseline economic study outlining the 

existing use of leisure facilities in the area; 

amend the development agreement with 

Wirral Metropolitan Borough Council to provide 

guarantees that all elements of the scheme 

will be delivered; and redesign the residential, 

retail and large leisure block on the site of the 

marine lake to reduce massing and introduce 

more permeability.

 Neptune, which is owned by Parry and 

his co-directors, including chairman Richard 

Douglas, a former Amey boss, and retired 

founder Peter Hynd, seems to relish 

a challenge. 

Despite being disappointed in its 

bid to build the ‘cloud’ in Liverpool 

the company resubmitted a revised 

scheme in a joint venture with 

Countryside Properties. It expects 

to receive planning permission for 

the £125 million project in October 

and have it complete by 2008. 

 More recently, Neptune was 

appointed preferred developer 

by urban regeneration company 

Liverpool Vision on a key stretch 

of city centre thoroughfare between 

Lime Street Station and the 

monolithic Adelphi Hotel. 

A masterplan for the area is set 

to follow. It has also won planning 

permission for a waterside hotel 

and leisure scheme in Southport.

Neptune was one of the fi rst 

property companies to tap into 

the European-funded bonanza of 

Merseyside’s Objective One grant 

programme with the Queen Square 

mixed-use project in Liverpool city 

centre in the mid-1990s. The fi rm 

is itself based in the square and 

retains many of the assets on 

its doorstep, operating the “gold 

standard” car park and making a 

juicy profi t on the smattering of 

large restaurants and neighbouring 

offi ces. A fi fty per cent stake in the 

Marriott hotel was sold only a couple 

of years ago.

“ Perhaps the people in 
Whitehall confused New 
Brighton with Brighton?”
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Other Wirral Schemes

1   Reddington Finance reportedly paid £24 million 
for 57 ha of the former Cammell Laird shipyard 
in Birkenhead in two deals in 2001 and 2003. The 
company, controlled by local meat-packing and 
biscuit-baking multimillionaire Gerry White and 
his partner David Day, a shipping and distribution 
businessman, has an ambitious 15-year, £1.4 
billion blueprint for the area. It cites almost 
every conceivable use in the planning lexicon: 
4,500 homes; 111,480m2 of offi ces; 55,740m2 
of ‘big-box’ retail; a bus depot; a canal linked to 
two marinas; a dual-fi red power station servicing 
the entire development; waterside cafes, bars and 
restaurants; several hotels; a real-snow indoor ski 
slope with a toboggan run and snowmobile trail; 
a conference centre; a rapid transport system 
to link to Birkenhead; a realignment of the A41 
dual carriageway; and a new island to provide 
car parking, waterfront homes, parkland, river 
walkways and wave energy. Discussions have 
been ongoing with Wirral council’s planners for 
over a year to resolve numerous challenges for 
transport, river movement, environmental impact 
and residential property markets.

2   Further down the coast from the Cammell Laird 
site towards the Irish Sea, Neptune is leading talks 
with Woodside Hotel owner Martin Lowe, Peel 
Holdings, Wirral Council and Merseytravel, over 
plans for a 12.6 ha site between Hamilton Square 
and Woodside Ferry Terminal. The partners are 
planning a “development spine” to link the river 
to the centre of Birkenhead comprising offi ce, 
residential, leisure and public spaces.

3   Peel Holdings’ proposals for a £4.5 billion 
redevelopment on 202 ha of Birkenhead 
Docks would take 30 years to complete. Peel 
is using New York, Sydney and Shanghai as 
its role models for an area that has seen little 
improvement for 100 years. It is also working on 
plans for a similar scheme on the land it owns at 
Central Docks in Liverpool. Peel wants to alter 
the skyline around the Mersey estuary beyond 
all recognition. Wirral Waters would cover 
1.7 m2 and Peel predicts between 20,000 and 
25,000 people would live there, and that around 
27,000 permanent jobs would be created.

60-second expert

•   The seaside town of New Brighton 
on the Wirral peninsula was once 
a major tourist destination, but 
entered a long period of decline 
after the 1960s.

•   Liverpool property fi rm Neptune 
Developments was appointed 
preferred developer around six 

years ago by Wirral Metropolitan 
Borough Council to redevelop 
New Brighton.

•   After extensive public consultation 
a planning application was submitted 
in June 2005 for a £73 million scheme 
on 28 hectares for 13,935m2 of leisure 
space, 140 new homes and a 7,618m2 
supermarket, lido and refurbished 
Floral Pavilion theatre.

•   A public inquiry into the plans was held at the 
start of this year, following which Ruth Kelly, 
Secretary of State for Communities and Local 
Government, rejected Neptune Development’s 
planning application.

•   Neptune went back to the drawing board, 
while submitting a smaller application for 
a non-contentious fi rst phase of the project.

Parry describes the income of Queen 

Square as “suffi cient”. It’s a good 

job too.

 Neptune needed all its 

‘suffi ciency’ to fund the “at least 

£500,000” cost of the crusade to 

save New Brighton.

 As for the current Objective 

One funding round, £13 million had 

been reserved for the New Brighton 

scheme. In order to spend as much 

of that as possible before the plug 

is pulled by Brussels at the end 

of 2008, a phase one planning 

application has been submitted for 

the town square element, which 

was not rejected by Kelly.

 This should enable £9 million of 

Objective One funding to be saved 

for 585 m2 of leisure space, aimed 

at independent restaurateurs, 43 

apartments above, and an upgrade 

of the fading Floral Pavilion Theatre 

with new conference facilities.

Parry says a revised application for 

the remainder of the site will be 

resubmitted in the coming months 

and must win out this time.

“We have to make sure we get it 

right as we do not want another 

planning inquiry.”

Kelly’s rejection of Neptune’s New Brighton 

scheme is a mystery not just to Parry but to 

his partners at Wirral council and the various 

coastal initiatives that are crying out for such 

landward development, including the Mersey 

Waterfront Regional Park.

 Kevin Adderley at Wirral council, says: 

“The next planning applications will again be 

referred to the Government Offi ce for the North 

West because it is council-owned land. But 

that does not necessarily mean there will be 

a public inquiry; that is up to the Government 

Offi ce. We will take on board the secretary of 

state’s comments and hopefully address all of 

her concerns and avoid another inquiry.

 “This is the fi rst stage in the regeneration 

of New Brighton and we have waited long 

enough to deliver change.”

 Walter Menzies, chief executive of the 

Mersey Basin Campaign, adds: “In 1997 

Martin Parr, the world-famous photographer, 

published his poignant photographs of New 

Brighton. It was both witty and sad that he 

called his book The Last Resort. Endless 

proposals for revitalising the tired New 

Brighton waterfront have come to nothing. 

The Neptune project seemed viable and had 

all-party support from Wirral Borough Council. 

Perhaps the people in Whitehall confused New 

Brighton with Brighton?”

Paul Unger is a Liverpool based freelance 
writer specialising in property and regeneration.

“ This is the fi rst 
stage in the 
regeneration of 
New Brighton and 
we have waited long 
enough to deliver 
change.”


