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East Quay

With you, we can make 
something amazing happen.



East Quay, Watchet
Introduction
This document sets out the concept design for the redevelopment 
of East Quay. It is not so much a fully realised, planning ready 
scheme as an expression of an idea. It sets out the possibilities for 
the redevelopment of the East Quay with an outline scheme for new 
cultural and workspace buildings, and a new lookout for the town.

The scheme is bold, yet contextual. The design looks in detail at 
the character of Watchet and surrounding area, and responds 
accordingly.

The scheme could well change. These ideas are not fixed, but a 
way of allowing a rich conversation about what might happen on 
the southern portion of the East Quay. They aim is to inspire and 
demonstrate the potential for an exciting series of buildings and 
structures that could be part of a number of projects for the town. 
Together, they will ensure Watchet is one of the most exciting 
coastal small towns in Britain.



WATCHET

The Bristol Channel is a major inlet in the 
island of Great Britain, separating South 
Wales from Devon and Somerset in South 
West England. It extends from the lower 
estuary of the River Severn to the North 
Atlantic Ocean. It takes its name from the 
English city of Bristol, and is over 30 miles 
(50 km) across at its widest point.

The Bristol Channel is an important area 
for wildlife, in particular waders, and has 
protected areas, including national nature 
reserves such as Bridgwater Bay at the 
mouth of the River Parrett. At low tide large 
parts of the channel become mud flats 
due to the tidal range of 13 metres (43 ft), 
second only to Bay of Fundy in Eastern 
Canada.

Watchet is a harbour town 
and civil parish in the English 
county of Somerset, with 
a population of 3,785.It is 
situated 15 miles west of 
Bridgwater, 15 miles north-
west of Taunton, and 9 miles 
east of Minehead.

Watchet developed as a 
town thanks to its close-
ness to the minerals within 
the Brendon Hills, and its 
access to the River Severn 
for onward shipping. Aside 
from local ships plying trade 
across the river, from 1564 
onwards the port was used 
for import of salt and wine 
from France.

In the 19th century trade 
increased with the export of 
iron ore from the Brendon 
Hills mainly to Newport for 
onward transportation to the 
Ebbw Vale Steelworks, and 
Rags imported from France 
were used in paper making 
at Wansbrough Paper Mill.

In 1843 the Esplanade was 
built by the fourth Earl of 
Egremont, and in 1855 a new 
harbour was commissioned 
to cope with increased iron 
ore trade. The new east pier 
and wharf was completed in 
1861−62 by James Aber-
nethy.



Onion Collective CIC are a community led regeneration company, 
working under a Social Enterprise model.  During April and May 
2014 they launched a community consultation campaign asking the 
question ‘what do you think Watchet needs for a stronger future?’ 
The results formed the basis of their regeneration proposals.  The 
outcomes were (in order of priority):

Community and Stakeholder outcomes: 

1.Create more for visitors to do (Tourism) 
2.Meet the needs of the community, and young people (Community) 
3.Generate jobs and support enterprise (Enterprise) 
4.Deliver improved public space (Public space) 
5.Enhance the arts/cultural offer (Culture) 
6.Enhance the Marina/maritime offer (Maritime) 
7.Exhibit high-quality/sensitive design (Architecture) 
8.Improve the cycling/walking infrastructure (Pathways) 
9.Celebrate the coast, heritage, geology of the town (Heritage) 
10.Retain and build on the unique vibe of the town (Vibe) 
11.Effectively market/brand the town’s offer (Brand) 
12.Improve parking/traffic management (Parking) 
13.Enhance civic space/facilities (Civic)

Defining Priorities



Onion Collective CIC have taken all the ideas from the community 
consultations and come up with four proposals that they think will build 
a stronger future for Watchet and make the difference local people hope 
for.  They have been exploring in detail all of these ideas through business 
planning, to see if the ideas could be financially resilient.

This document presents concept proposals for the first of the four 
schemes - on the East Quay, but is considered throughout in the context 
of and connections to the other three.

East Quay, Workspace and Cultural Development

Vision:  A lively workspace development of small modular, flexible workshops, 
communal makespace and studios providing visitors with the chance to see 
and visit makers at work.  A bijou, but high quality gallery and harbourside 
restaurant or cafe, all within a performance orientated public space setting. This 
development would aim to complement the marina and the marine industries 
workspace that is planned for the northern portion of the site.
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Four Ideas
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Memorial Ground, Community and Youth Development

Vision: A purpose built community space, including multi-use community hall, 
youth club facilities and a community cafe. This development would make the 
most of its idyllic setting and meet the expressed needs of the community.
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Boat Museum / The Cross, Tourism and Civic Development

Vision:  A modernised but authentic boat museum that clearly signals the 
maritime heritage of the town.  The development would attract visitors arriving 
both by road and rail and also serve to draw people to the top end of Swain 
Street and improve the ‘flow’ of  people around the town.  There would also be 
the potential for co-location of civic and tourist information space.
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Coast Footpaths and Pathway Development

Vision:  A unique coastal walk and pathways development that draws visitors 
and improves accessibility.  The development would celebrate the coast, 
geology and heritage of Watchet through sensitive but bold landscape design.
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Foundry fa  ndri/  Noun: a workshop or factory for casting metal.

Mettle mέt(ə)l/  Noun: a person’s ability to cope well with difficulties; spirit and resilience.

Watchet is a place that is hard-working, enterprising and inventive

Guided by the things Watchet said it wanted Onion Collective and Invisible Studio are proposing the creation of 
an East Quay ‘Foundry’ in which to capture Watchet’s enterprising, inventive spirit and capacity for hard graft.  It 
will be a workspace in which anyone can work, make, create, build, invent – together. It will include workshops, 
studios, co-working and communal makerspace. It will attract visitors to see makers at work, watch the boats from 
the café, visit the unexpected gallery, and join in with the community. It will not be just a building. It will be out-of-
the-ordinary and brave. It will host a walkway into the sky - from which visitors will see everything that is special 
about this town, its coast, geology, and landscape. And because this is a community enterprise, which must earn 
its way, the walkway will literally be wrapped around a core revenue stream that helps to support the whole project 
- a beacon made up of beautiful, bespoke, extraordinary places to stay one on top of each other.

Building confidence and community through communal endeavour 

Encouraging and enabling raw skill is only part of the story; business support, marketing, confidence building and 
inspiration are also key factors for success. We intend that placements will be given for those wishing to learn how 
to run social enterprises, as the project develops so that learning comes through doing.  Dealing with all the pitfalls 
and frustrations of building a business within a supported environment of experienced social entrepreneurs is the 
best way to learn, and far more meaningful than attending courses and workshops. In this way Watchet can be 
pulled from the staggering statistic of being the 6th most deprived ward in Somerset with a thriving ecosystem of 
community and social enterprises. It will benefit people county-wide, and act as the catalyst for wider regeneration 
for the whole area.

Making a lively destination to attract visitors to West Somerset

East Quay Foundry will also be a lively visitor destination. Watchet has many natural assets, its Jurassic coast is 
nestled between Exmoor National Park and the Quantock Hills Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty, it boasts a 
stunning marina, heritage steam railway, two museums and many charming cafes and retail outlets. Nevertheless 
its visitor numbers are not maximised and mostly concentrated in the summer months. By creating an extraordinary 
destination, where visitors can see makers at work, eat delicious food in the café or out on the courtyard, whilst 
watching activity both in the Foundry and in the marina, visit the gallery, join in with a community event and amble 
along walkways to lookouts and viewing points there will be plenty to do in both winter and summer all designed to 
encourage visitors, to see more of Watchet’s assets, stay longer, and spend more money in the town.

East Quay Foundry

Ω

Watchet is an eclectic 
and diverse town, 

and the new buildings 
need to celebrate this.

Watchet has an ex-
traordinary tradition of 
‘making’, and the new 
facilities need to allow 

for this to continue.



East Quay

Watchet’s prosperity was founded on trade as a commercial port. The 
closure of the harbour for commercial trade in the 1990’s had a severe 
adverse impact on the town. Regeneration has focused on the harbour 
area of the town and boosting tourism, beginning with successful 
conversion of part of the harbour into a marina, completed in 2001, and 
enhancements to the Esplanade. It was always the understanding that 
further mixed development of the East Quay would follow.

In 2005 Urban Splash were selected as developers for the East Quay 
and the Council approved a conditional development agreement in 2006, 
negotiations and various public consultations took place over the period to 
2008. This culminated in an approved planning application in November 
2008.

By 2012 despite on-going discussions between the Marina and WSC, 
Urban Splash failed to broker an agreed contract. The negotiations 
revolved around a twice reduced scheme to allow for more space for 
marina activities. This culminated in Urban Splash offering WSC a land 
value that was deemed unacceptable given the lack of community benefit 
and the break clause was invoked in the Spring of 2014.

Consequently the Council is minded to consider alternative solutions for 
the southern portion of the site, which is now open for development. Onion 
Collective CIC have been working with the community to explore the 
opportunity to build a work ‘Foundry’ where art, industry and enterprise are 
combined for the purpose of economic and social regeneration.



Existing Site

The East Quay site is clearly a key site for the 
town’s regeneration. It is approximately 0.7 
hectares. It fronts the Marina to the west, Helwell 
beach and the Bristol Channel over the East 
Pier wall to the north and is overlooked, from 
rising ground to the south and east, by terraced 
housing, the railway, the Memorial Ground and the 
Splash Point promontory and coastguard station. 

West Somerset Council owns the site. Watchet 
Harbour Marina Ltd and Contains Art CIC are 
tenants. The Marina’s lease allows them to use 
a proportion of the site as a boatyard. There are 
cranes and a varying number of boats on the site 
associated with this activity.



Masterplan Concept

The masterplan for East Quay is designed around the 
essential notion of Public Realm - and then providing 
buildings to contain and protect this Public Realm.

The boat yard could either operate as is, or be 
reconfigured in the longer term to provide a more effective 
working yard, with a new development with first floor views 
out to sea.

The cultural-tourism area is focused on the southern 
part of the site, with one building than consolidates the 
successful ‘Contains Art’ containers and provides them 
with a much needed covered courtyard, and an enlarged 
external courtyard.

There are new studios above the covered Contains Art 
courtyard and a new gallery space that can be shared 
with the other new studios and workspaces.

The new foundry workspace building acts as a gateway 
into the site - bringing people down into the wharf from the 
coastal path that runs along the top of the bank next to the 
railway line, and drawing people in from the Esplanade 
and car parks.

With this, there is a desire to allow maximum sunlight 
penetration into the development, whilst providing 
protection from the prevailing winds.

Pleasure gardens

Relocated boat shed with restaurant at first 
floor with sea views, accessible from marina 
and from coastal path

Masterplan Concept

Marina

Coastal path

Walkway 
to the sky

Cafe
Workspaces

Boat yard

Contains Art
Marina office

& gallery



Forming New Connections



Masterplan

The masterplan design for the East Quay allows the 
public aspect to thrive alongside the operational 
marina, boatyard and more private workspaces.

It also allows for the scheme to be phased, and 
allows the boat yard and marina to retain a degree 
of autonomy from the rest of the development if they 
require, or redevelop their facilities alongside the 
other proposed new buildings.

Together, the facilities complement one another, 
in an environment that has a rich history that is 
intertwined with the sea, and with making.

Masterplan

Tourism

Marina

Boat yard

Walkway 
to the sky

Cafe
Workspaces &
makerspace

Marina office
Contains Art
& gallery



Building Plans
(Lower Level)

A Typical Makerspace

The new buildings are designed to contain, 
and protect public space. The long 
workspace building has a Cafe at the most 
visible end, designed to be prominent from 
the car parks, the Esplanade and the Boat 
Museum to draw people into the East Quay. 

The new buildings provide an enhanced 
community courtyard, around which the 
new facilities are arranged. There is also 
a new ‘Vantage Point’ and lookout, which 
visitors can climb to see panoramic views of 
the surroundings.

Right: Public realm 
is at the heart of 

the proposal for the 
redevelopment of the 

East Quay

Below: A Makerspace



Building Plans
(Upper Level) The upper floor diagram is a key part of the 

project. Fundamental to the design is a desire 
to create a series of new courtyards that can 
be accessed off the coastal path which runs 
parallel to the railway line, and which provide 
views over the marina and the new public 
realm.

Off these courtyards are a series of new 
workspaces, of varying sizes, but all lofty with 
generous top light.

The courtyards also provide new routes down 
to the lower level from the coastal path which 
runs along the top of the bank.



Place

There is an extraordinary material 
quality to Watchet - both in the natural 
landscape, the built environment, and 
the meeting of the two. 

Weather, too is particularly evident - 
and the passing of time. 

The new buildings at East Quay 
should speak of these things.



Design Language

The underlying geography of this part of the Jurassic/Triassic coast 
is evident eveywhere here. The qualities and character of the rock 
strata is something that the new buildings will embody, and, with 
this, the sense of passing through a ground with multiple strata.

The new buildings respond to the large 
shoreside deposits of sand and gravel, 
brought down from the hills and nearby 
valleys, where outcrops of hard rocks 
intersperse a shallow drop to the sea.



Coastal Precedent



Site Organisation
Vantage point with 
views towards 
Quantocks, sea and 
town

Makerspace with 
rear courtyards
overlooked by 
coastal path

Workspaces with 
makerspace below

Accommodation 
pods surrounded by 
walkway to the sky

Marina office

Contains Art with 
additional studios 
gallery, and open 
external covered 
space

Cafe on 2 storeys,  
visible from 
Esplanade and car 
park



Site Organisation
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Building Organisation

West Somerset Railway

Coastal path with routes directly off into workspace courtyards, and views down into Makerspace courtyards

Upper level courtyards 
with views of Marina Cafe Terrace

Studios Makerspace
WCs etc and 
Marina Facilities Cafe

Steps to upper 
level

Steps to upper 
level

Active frontages with pedestrian routes past 

Rear Courtyards



Building Organisation

Coastal path with routes directly off into workspace courtyards, and views down into makerspace courtyard

Studios

Makerspace

Cafe

Rear courtyards

Cafe

WCs etc and 
marina Facilities

Workspace

Workspace

Workspace

WCs

Workspace
Upper level courtyards 
with views of Marina

Upper level courtyards 
with views of Marina

Cafe terrace

Vantage point with views 
of Quantocks, marina and 
town



Materials

The material strategy needs to 
clearly connect with Watchet.

At present there is a desire 
to use heavyweight masonry 
on the lower levels to create 
a sense of ground strata, and 
this masonry will use grit and 
shells from the Bristol channel 
in a variety of finishes.

On some of the upper levels, 
weathered timber could be 
used.

Rich textures that have 
a depth of character are 
essential. 

The development at East 
Quay will use materials that 
can age well, be robust and 
speak of the passing of time 
and weather.



A Hive of Activity

Marina office

Cafe on 2 storeys,  
visible from 
Esplanade and Car 
Park

Accommodation 
pods surrounded by 
walkway to the Sky

Vantage point with 
views towards 
Quantocks, sea and 
town

Contains Art with 
additional studios 
gallery, and open 
external covered 
space

Makerspace with 
rear courtyards
overlooked by 
coastal path

Workspaces with 
makerspace below



Public Realm
The new buildings are 
only part of the story: the 
important thing is they act as 
an effective backdrop to the 
new public realm that they 
make, and allow a range of 
spaces from large to small 
to exist alongside the new 
buildings. 

Watchet has a unique 
character. There are clear 
and well defined public 
spaces and the scheme aims 
to build on these. 

The buildings will allow 
public activities to thrive, 
from a meander alongside 
the Marina, through to 
intimate contained spaces 
where smaller groups can 
gather, through to larger 
spaces where big groups 
can gather for major events - 
be they formal or informal.

With this, the buildings need 
to fit in with Watchet, in terms 
of scale, but clearly they 
need to belong to the 21st 
Century. 



Walkway to the Sky
Vantage Point and Lookout

The results of the community consultation revealed a desire for the architecture to be brave and ‘out of the ordinary’ but at the same 
time to be appropriate for Watchet. This extraordinary walkway into the sky and lookout heralds the development as both iconic and 
playful, yet modest. 

It echoes traditional structures of the coastline in its height and form – reflecting the lighthouse, beacons, and the steep rise of the 
cliffs. It responds explicitly to an expressed desire by the community to make the most of the geography, topography and landscape 
that make the town, and West Somerset, so special. Platforms and ramps will lead you to myriad vantage points from which to view 
the splendour of the surrounding landscape, and will visually connect to existing pathways and other landscape walkways proposed 
later in the regeneration project. 

It responds to the need for the development to be resilient, and financially sustainable - the body of the beacon is composed of 
compact, beautiful, bespoke accommodation pods, like double-floored beach huts! In these visitors can stay with unsurpassed 
views, bringing funds into the project so that rents and membership fees for the workspace and makerspace in the Foundry can be 
kept affordable.   The pods will also mean that residential courses can be held during the quieter winter period, keeping the site busy 
and buzzing all year round.



Clevedon Pier, Somerset Coast



Walkway to the Sky
Vantage Point and Lookout



Scale

Bottom: Existing Watchet 
Buildings

In the consultation process, residents stated that they did not want a mediocre development. They stated a preference 
for a development that was brave, and would help draw tourists to the town, and make a difference to perceptions of 
Watchet.

It is important that the new buildings have a scale that is appropriate for Watchet. Watchet has an informal series 
of buildings, but they are unified by a sense of scale. Generally, the existing buildings of town centre are two, with 
occasionally three storeys, occasionally interrupted by a larger civic building or structure. Generally, each building has 
a sense of identity, even if it joins the adjacent buildings and forms part of a terrace.

At the same time, the presence of the marina is always evident, with the larger structures that occupy this part of the 
town.

The new development understands and responds to the scale of the existing town with a series of generally two storey 
buildings that are cohesive yet individual, and the new buildings have a genuine human scale.

The new development also has a real permeability. There are always views through the buildings, connecting visitors to 
the wider context.



Building Language
The proposed scheme aims to use the levels of the site effectively. The main 
workspace building is built into the bank as far as possible, and thus allows people 
to access the workspaces directly into the first floor from the existing path along the 
railway and the bank.

There are a series of courtyards at ground level to the rear of the makerspaces and 
ground floor studios that allow effective daylight penetration and cross ventilation, but 
also allow walkers to come down the path to witness the creative workspace activities.

The vantage point is placed strategically to allow fantastic panoramic views of the 
surroundings, and also to provide a key focus for the scheme.



Contains Art needs to have, for the time being, an 
autonomous and independent identity, but at the same time 
the development needs to accommodate potential change 
and growth of Contains Art in the future.

With this, Contains Art needs to benefit from, and be able to 
share facilities with, the adjacent development. 

The containers that are key to the identity of Contains Art will 
be retained, and incorporated into the new development.

The proposed gallery space is key to this, as is the new 
covered external space created by the elevated studios on 
the upper floor.

The development around Contains Art needs to be part 
of the architectural language set up by the new adjacent 
development.

Studios with high level 
clerestory windows

2 storey marina 
office

Contains Art courtyard

Gallery
Covered space

Studios over covered 
courtyard and containers





The proposal for the new facilities on 
East Quay is that they complement 
and enhance the existing Contains 
Art studios and gallery.

There is a new covered external 
courtyard, addressed by the 
relocated containers, a new purpose 
built double height gallery which can 
be used by Contains Art.

There is also an upper level of 
additional studios which could allow 
Contains Art to expand in the longer 
term, or for the studios to operate 
autonomously.

There is also an enhanced external 
courtyard which the development 
addresses, with improved public 
realm.



Process

We are excited at the possibility of 
using the buildings that will be created 
at Watchet as vehicles for training and 
skills acquisition.

Regardless of the complexity of 
the buildings, we believe there is 
an amazing opportunity to involve 
the people of West Somerset in the 
delivery and creation of something 
extraordinary.

We’d love to have them share and 
benefit from the construction of the 
new buildings, and we have a wealth 
of experience in using projects like this 
as educational programmes.



Funding & Administration

How will the Foundry be run and be funded? 

The heart of this development is in cultural-tourism, enterprise and community - these are things that will make it 
work for the town and the principles on which it will be run. Its assets have been designed to secure its income. 
Its revenue streams will be from workshop and studio rental, membership of communal workspaces, lease of the 
cafe and gallery, and running courses, events and performances. 

We will secure contract and grant income for training, support and culture programmes. And it will make the 
most of the opportunity presented by the tourism pound by maximising income by providing extraordinary 
places to stay.

As a not-for-profit community enterprise that will deliver social, cultural and economic impact, it will be able to 
attract capital funding from external sources not available to private or public sector organisations - including 
through public funding (for example, the Power to Change Trust, Coastal Communities Fund and similar), grant-
making trusts, social investment bodies and individual philanthropy.  



We particularly enjoy Mrs Osborn Hann’s description of Watchet. She came to Watchet in the 
Edwardian period as she had been commissioned to write a book on Somerset by A&C Black 
in conjunction with the artists Heaton Cooper and Walter Tyndale and she wrote the following:

‘Watchet, that little, quaint and higgledy-piggledy town which is more like a foreign quay than 
any place I know of. Here the houses seem to have dropped willy-nilly from the skies, falling 
north, south, east or west with careless unconcern’.

East Quay, Watchet



East Quay, Watchet



This proposal represents a unique opportunity, to create a scheme in the heart of the town that has real 
economic and social benefit; a game changing impact for those that live in and around West Somerset. The 
development is about work, tourism and culture. It is also about containing and protecting public space by 
bringing activity and vibrancy to the quayside. It offers visitors the chance to meander around pathways 
and courtyards, to eat, drink and to watch makers at work. The iconic Vantage Point will act as a beacon to 
visitors from far and wide; enticing visitors to climb an innovative walkway to the sky, and to be rewarded at 
the summit by unsurpassed views of coast and country.

The architecture speaks explicitly of Watchet, through its materials, scale and proportion. But it is also brave, 
exciting and bold. The new Contains Art building speaks of traditional wharf side design, it is lightweight, 
flexible and flooded with northern light in order to give artists the low cost, but flexible, light space they need, 
within vibrant, busy working environment that promotes networking, collaboration and social interaction. The 
incorporated containers represent the beginnings of the project, the seed from which ideas of placemaking 
began and the double height gallery means that touring exhibits of national import can be proudly shown 
here.

The main Foundry building reflects the geology of the blue lias strata on the Watchet shoreline, through 
the shape of the studios and workspaces intercut with courtyards. It houses the communal makerspace, 
studios and co working and represents a place of business support and inspiration and will house year 
round projects of skills sharing and mutual development. This element of the scheme is about enterprise 
and job creation.  The café, courtyards and viewing platforms entwine public space with work space, so 
that a fascinating place to visit can inspire visitors to become the makers, curiosity can be provoked and 
skills, craft and culture can be celebrated.The Vantage Point represents an iconic beacon that will become 
synonymous with Watchet, echoing the lighthouse and steep rise of the cliffs that visitors can interact with 
physically by climbing to the top and experiencing the full beauty of the surrounding landscape in the heart 
of the town. The bespoke accommodation pods inside will provide extraordinary places to stay in the heart of 
the development and help to provide revenue for the project. 

Together these elements offer something extraordinary; to address the expressed needs of the community 
and to build a scheme that will bring life, vibrancy, work and pride back into this Somerset coastal town.  
It offers the opportunity to raise aspirations, alleviate loneliness, celebrate skills and nurture potential.  It 
represents a place where people will want to spend time and money year round, day and night, surrounded 
by architecture and design of the highest quality. It clearly signals that which has been the aim from the start:  
to build a stronger future for Watchet.

Summary
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