Edinburgh’s Caledonian Brewery site sparks debate over low-carbon homes and heritage loss
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Plans for a significant residential development at the historic Caledonian Brewery site in Edinburgh have sparked both interest and concern among locals. The brewery, which closed its doors in 2022 after 153 years of operation, was the last major brewery in the city. Artisan Real Estate, the firm behind the proposal, aims to transform the 1.9-acre site into a low-carbon residential community that will include 168 new homes.
Central to the planning application is the demolition of the maltings block, a part of the brewery that was reconstructed in the 1990s after a catastrophic fire. Despite the changes, the development plan promises to maintain and repurpose several B-listed Victorian structures, including the iconic brewhouse, which was originally designed in 1892 by architect Robert Hamilton Paterson. The initiative is positioned as not just a housing project but also a means of preserving Edinburgh’s industrial heritage while adapting it for modern use.
Local opposition has arisen over the scale of the development. Detractors argue that the proposed housing density—originally described as “excessive”—could lead to increased congestion and strain on public transport systems. Critics have highlighted that the development would provide nearly 600 bed spaces, which may exacerbate traffic issues in an area that formerly accommodated around 30 employees. One objector articulated concerns about the inadequate transport infrastructure, questioning the feasibility of public services accommodating such an influx of residents without prior upgrades.
The City of Edinburgh Council's planning papers, to be reviewed shortly, reflect a mix of support and apprehension regarding the project. The documents laud the development’s alignment with urban regeneration goals, asserting that it adequately respects the context and character of the listed building. The application emphasises sustainable living, with a commitment to providing 35 percent affordable housing. Notably, of the new homes, around one-fifth will utilise the existing structures, thus preserving elements of the site’s historical significance while meeting modern housing demands.
In tandem with these developments, there is a growing push to honour the brewery's legacy. Several of its remaining brewing assets, including unique direct-fired copper tanks, will be upcycled and made accessible to independent breweries. This initiative aims not only to maintain the craft of brewing in Edinburgh but also to instil a sense of continuity in the city’s rich brewing tradition.
Moving forward, the fate of the Caledonian Brewery site remains uncertain as stakeholders weigh the historical importance of the structures against the pressing need for housing in an increasingly crowded Edinburgh. The upcoming council meeting will be pivotal in determining whether this controversial project will go ahead, highlighting the often fraught balance between urban development and heritage conservation in the city.
This proposed transformation of the Caledonian Brewery is emblematic of broader trends in urban regeneration, where the challenges of accommodating growth in historic settings are increasingly pertinent as cities scramble to adapt to changing demographics and sustainable development goals. As local councils and developers navigate these complex issues, the outcome of this particular case may serve as a bellwether for future projects in Edinburgh and beyond.
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