ANTAS AGM – Reports

The Aylesbury Society
In our last report twelve months ago we reported that the summer had been very quiet in Aylesbury with very few major planning applications. This is true again this year but Work In Progress reported then is now reality. 

An application for a small ASDA near Stoke Mandeville Hospital was withdrawn following local protests but has been resubmitted. An application for 3150 dwellings on the outskirts of Aylesbury at Fleet Marston was also withdrawn after public outrage but is back on the agenda now that Aylesbury Vale District Council has abandoned its Local Development Strategy.  

As forecast exclusively by us a year ago Warner Estates did withdraw from their Hale Leys shopping mall extension. The District Council as predicted have gone it alone with a huge development near the canal and away from the shopping centre. Their tenants are Waitrose and Travelodge. This building which includes a car park is equivalent to 5 stories and will dominate the pretty canal side residencies and spoil the peaceful look of the canal side. We have backed local residents who have formed their own action group and are highly mobilised with much professional advice So far the District Council will not bend and have only made small changes. It is now hoped that the scheme will be called in. Aylesbury certainly does not need another supermarket. 

Aylesbury Waterside Theatre opened earlier this month. The venue has a 1,200-seat auditorium that converts into a 1,800-capacity hall for standing events, and a 225-seat suite for smaller events including dance, drama, meetings and conferences.  This is a great addition to the town and will rival Milton Keynes theatre and will be larger and more versatile than neighbouring theatres in High Wycombe and Oxford. What are needed now are more eating places in the town to cater for the expected huge influx of visitors. The Society lobbied companies like Wetherspoons to open premises near the theatre and in the space of a month we got two Wetherspoons. One suggested building was the former Bucks Constabulary HQ in Exchange Street. Built in 1935 but now redundant the Society applied for listed status to this important building, but unfortunately English Heritage did not feel the building worthy.

The theatre replaced the 1974 Civic Centre in the town centre. The Society came up with a plan to move the Library into the building incorporating the Tourist Office, café, reference library and meeting rooms. This would have released important retail space in Friars Square. Our idea was dismissed by the District Council and they are hoping to demolish rather rapidly before we come up with another daft idea

We reported a year ago that there was a strong rumour going around the town that Tescos wanted to open their fifth store in the town, near Marks & Spencer. It turned out in the end to be a Poundland the UK’s fastest growing retailer. The Society did not oppose the application. 

The Society is committed to the ‘Street Pride’ campaign and have pointed out to the County Council badly places signage and street furniture. They have not reacted as yet to our requests.

On the domestic front the Society unveiled another Heritage Plaque with funding from the Halifax and a small legacy. It commemorated Ronnie Barkers first stage performance in 1948 at the now demolished Market Theatre. Our bi-annual Good Design Award was won by an extension to a Parish Church in Walton. This 160 year old church was originally planned to be demolished but the tasteful extension has made the old building viable. Membership continues to fall despite much press coverage and also many talks and walks given by us for other groups.

The Amersham Society
“We are in good heart, held our AGM on the 27th Oct at Old Amersham Market Hall and are 483. 

The main focus of the Society efforts is currently around HS2. The so called preferred route runs right through or under Old Amersham, a settled community since Saxon times with the greatest concentration of listed buildings in Buckinghamshire. Old Amersham is a Conservation area adjacent to the Chiltern AONB.  We have taken a decision to throw our energies behind HS2 Action Alliance rather than campaigning against the scheme as a single small town society and we contributed towards its setting up. We have a committee member in common, Sarah-Jane Axelby who coordinates our activities on this. Formal consultation will be started by DfT in the New Year. 

Our other main initiative for the coming year is to take up the campaign to modernise the Old Amersham Market Hall where we meet. This iconic Grade 1 listed building is owned by Amersham Town Council but is in need of some refurbishment but in particular does not have disabled access or lavatories and therefore its use and accessibility is restricted.  A number of our members cannot attend our lectures and other third party events as a result. A project to correct this would cost about £40,000 and we believe would satisfy English Heritage and obtain listed building consent. We have pledged an initial £4,000 towards a fundraising which we will hope will persuade the Council as the owners to act on this.

Otherwise there has been little by way of contentious planning applications to review of late, our programme of lectures and outings remain very popular and we have decided t increase our  membership fees for the first time in seven years to give us a bit more firepower. We need this to deal with our two main issues listed above and finance a new website, as well as cope with inflation which continues to march on at a higher rate than anticipated by the Bank of England, despite the long running recession; RPI was 4.6% last month.”

Bishop’s Stortford Civic Federation
Since the Spring meeting, the Civic Federation’s main preoccupation has been with proposals by two secondary schools to move from their current accessible sites to a Green Belt site on the edge of town and pay for the move with housing on the vacated sites.

Fresh planning applications were completed before the general election, and held over for submission until after it. As a result, the applications did not reflect new government policies on housing targets and housing densities. They differed so little from the previous plans that they continued to rely on the transport assessment prepared for the 2008 applications.

Campaigning by the Civic Federation generated 3000 petition signatures and 1000 letters of objection. As on the previous occasion, officers recommended refusal and on 30 September EHDC’s Development Control Committee turned down all the applications. We are now pressing the County Council who have provided the lion’s share of the funding, not to support an appeal.

Alongside that we have also been commenting on the draft core strategy for EHDC’s local development framework. In spite of the abolition of regional housing targets, the draft currently sticks to the target figure of 12000 houses to be provided over the next 20 years, of which 4000 are supposedly already allocated in the existing local plan to Bishop's Stortford. Having absorbed over 40% of all of East Herts’ new housing over the last 20 years we do not think that the town can accommodate this addition or that anything like the regional plan’s allocation to East Herts needs to be provided anyway.

Finally, East Herts Council’s aspiration to bring Bluewater to the heart of the Bishop's Stortford conservation area is still continuing in spite of opposition from local retailers and residents. We must hope that the approach of local elections will sensitise councillors to local opinion.        

Buntingford Civic Society 
We are fully engaged in the EHDC consultative period on the LDF. We support 'localism' and communities truly having a say in the future of their town or village.

In addition to a Community Voice meeting BCS have had a one-to-one meeting with planning officers and hosted a meeting of members with the Councillor with cabinet responsibility for planning and transport together with the officer responsible for strategic planning.( further details may be seen on www.buntingfordcivic.org.uk under Have a Voice also the October Buntingford Journal )

A development of 149 dwellings in Buntingford against objections to the increased density from 68 dwellings has caused significant distrust of the EHDC planning officers and their competence to operate in the Town's best interests when dealing with a major development company.

BCS are key participants in developing the Town Plan and expect that with the wholehearted endorsement of the Town Council will be the key to influencing the Local Development Framework.

The Harpenden Society
Future Proposed Housing for Harpenden

In February this year, the Harpenden Society reported, in self-congratulatory style but with marked reservations, that following an effective campaign, nearly 17% of all Harpenden householders told the St Albans District Council that they were opposed to the SADC proposals to release land from the green belt around Harpenden for housing.  Subsequently, SADC announced that they were withdrawing the idea of house-building on the green belt confident that it could meet housing targets by relying upon windfall sites, even though this contravened the former Government’s rules.  

Shortly following this success, a new Head of Planning & Building Control was appointed and in August she presented some policy choices to councillors, developers and members of the public which covered ‘Urban Consolidation’ meaning building in the town centres;  the ‘Growth of Smaller Settlements’ – expanding villages by any other name;  the construction of an ‘Eco Village’ on an expansive disused site; and finally `Urban Small Extensions’ following two reviews held 2 years ago.  

The latter has caught the attention of the Society and our Green Belt Association since by any other terms it is reopening the prospect of a housing development north of Harpenden of a similar size (under 400 houses) on land which was previously deemed unsuitable only months ago for which we had fought the successful campaign, without there being any change whatsoever.  However, another process is commencing to ‘make your voices heard’.  There is no specific reference to the proposed housing development in North Harpenden and it basically asks if there is support for affordable housing.  You have to be really clued up to realise the import of the questions! 

The local and district councillors are now in a distinct quandary.  How many more houses can our district absorb over the coming decades; where is the finance going to come from for the infrastructure for necessary schools, medical services, transport links, and how do we limit the impact on Green Belt which surrounds settlements like Harpenden and retains their individual character.  Building more houses will mean that more people will want to come and live in our district and, if that is the case, WHEN DOES THE BUILDING STOP!  ARE WE FULL NOW?
Hertford Civic Society
In 2008 East Herts Council commissioned, no doubt at significant expense, a study of the future retail needs of the district. This concluded that for the period up to 2021 the total extra gross floor space for convenience goods in the west side of the district (Hertford, Ware and Buntingford) was nearly 25000 sq. ft. Much of this need would occur in the latter half of the study period. Yet in the last two years the Council (that is the Councillors against the advice of the Planning Officers) has approved applications to build two superstores, each exceeding this floor area, one in Hertford and one in Ware. At the same time all the assumptions about growth in demand have failed to materialise because of the recession. Much of the justification for these two decisions seems to be based on the notion of ‘clawing back’ business from adjacent larger towns and providing additional jobs, both highly suspect reasons. Why spend money on a study if the conclusions are going to be ignored?  In the meantime Hertford’s specialist shops are slowly losing business and closing – a painful experience to watch. So much for the guidance in PPS4 and 6; it seems that competition as a criterion, even if just between superstores, is becoming more important than general viability and vitality.  

High Wycombe Society

One huge issue now dominates the planning scene in High Wycombe – the Council want to build a new stadium for Wycombe Wanderers and London Wasps, who currently ground-share at Adams Park.  With room for 10,000 people, Adams Park is quite big enough for Wycombe Wanderers, now struggling for re-promotion to League 1, but falls short of the Rugby Football Union’s target of 12,000.  The fear is that without a new, larger stadium, London Wasps may leave the District, maybe even putting Wycombe Wanderers themselves at risk.  WDC think that with a new stadium they can make money out of long-term lease arrangements just as they have done with our new Eden Shopping Centre.

WDC’s preferred site for the new stadium is at Booker Air Park, next to the M40, in the Green Belt and almost in the AONB.  They rapidly decided they would need to change their Core Strategy, and that to convince an Inspector, they would need to consult – as even-handedly as possible – on no fewer than 19 sites.  These 19 were quickly whittled down to just three (including a “zero option” of expanding at Adams Park).  A period of consultation, with exhibitions and heated discussion forums, ended yesterday.

The proposal has been covered copiously in the Bucks Free Press.  WDC say that they want a tight financial package, with the Clubs contributing, and their aim is no burden on the council tax.  They want ancillary sports development next to the stadium, and a “sports village” to accommodate other sports.  They also want “enabling development” – lucrative housing development in the Green Belt which would not be able to get planning consent except by being justified by the stadium project.  So we have the spectre of 300 new houses either next to Booker Air Park, or close to the existing Abbey Barn South site, also in the Green Belt.

The consultation forums revealed strongly held views about the proposals:

· scepticism about the funding (£¾m has already been programmed for studies and the planning process); 

· intense opposition from the communities adjoining Booker Air Park who fear the traffic impacts and the forced growth of their suburbs or villages;

· doubts from the flying and, especially, the gliding community currently using Booker Air Park; 

· and widespread concern about transport.  New roads and accesses will be needed, whichever site is chosen, but WDC say they will look at that once they have decided which site to go for – a cart before the horse if ever there was one!

There almost certainly are substantial benefits in terms of public access to sport, to set against the environmental disbenefits.  But I think WDC handled the forums badly, because they seem to have thought they should take a neutral stance, and  the case for the stadium and its sporting facilities was really not made.  We shall respond to the consultation in the next few days, and then we must wait until early 2011 for the Council’s decision – which we understand is likely to get mixed up with the review of policies and housing numbers following the general election. 

Finally, another vexed issue – permitted development by local authorities and railway companies.  Chiltern Railways, as part of their excellent upgrading of their services through High Wycombe, are now building a multi-storey car park, and are going against their own earlier undertakings that this would be in a white finish.  It will now be mainly galvanised.  It really is not satisfactory that the law gives railway companies a right to build whatever they wish, close to a town centre, if it is for “railway use”.  An Article 4 direction withdrawing permitted consent is in the gift of the Secretary of State but would, we were told, leave the Planning Authority open to claims for costs.  

At a more mundane level, a not unattractive local nursery school in our town has recently acquired a rather nasty front conservatory which utterly clashes with the street scene.  The County Council didn’t need to give themselves planning permission, because it was less than 4m in height, 50 m2 in area and 100m3 in volume.

Finally, Wycombe District Council considered they did not need planning permission for an intrusive notice-board that has appeared on our Rye Open Space.  We thought they misapplied the permitted development rules and we have raised an enforcement case.  We await the outcome.

Hitchin Society

Churchgate

After more than ten years of debate about what should be done about Churchgate, Hitchin’s shabby 1960s shopping precinct, North Herts District Council have now published their definitive proposals.  This follows a Planning Brief approved and adopted by the council after extensive public consultation in 2005, and then the Council negotiating in secret (pleading commercial confidentiality) with four potential developers.  Three withdrew, but the Council continued their negotiations with the one developer left standing.  Although there was now no element of competition involved, negotiations continued to be held in secret.

The Council only revealed their proposals this summer, with an exhibition of the proposed redevelopment mounted by Simons, their development partner. It has now also published the contract signed with Simons, although with some details “redacted” (the Council’s word).  It appears that the Council has already spent almost £1m in developing this scheme, and is contracted with Simons in a way that would incur cancellation charges if it withdrew.

When the details of the scheme became known, the opposition to the proposal was almost universal.  Most fundamentally, it breaches the provisions of the Planning Brief, particularly by proposing two very large buildings on the open space facing St Mary’s Church across the River Hiz.  This would destroy the view across to St Mary’s which is one of the iconic images of Hitchin.  The scheme also makes no provision for Hitchin Market, despite the strong and successful market being a key feature of Hitchin as a historic market town.  Further opposition focuses on the damaging effects of a massive retail development on the traditional shopping streets of the town; Hitchin is succeeding as a specialised retailing centre with its own character and distinctiveness. This would be lost if the scheme goes ahead.

The Council, however, strongly supports the proposals, on the grounds that anything less would not be viable for the developer, and claiming that objectors are not representative of Hitchin (the Council is certainly not representative, as the majority of Hitchin councillors are not members of the administration party, and there is no Town Council to speak for local people).  Nevertheless, the Council has started a programme of public consultation, with a “Liaison Forum” on which local groups are represented, including the Hitchin Society.  Although a very strong message is being given to the Council, it seems that the Council is not willing to concede that the scheme is not supported by local people.

The Council has attempted to reassure people that the scheme will be subject to approval by “an independent planning authority”.  This planning authority is, of course, none other than the Council’s own Planning Committee.  Given the Council’s high profile support and commitment to the scheme, and contractual obligations given by the Council to endorse the scheme before it goes for planning permission, it is inconceivable that any council committee would then refuse planning permission.  This is clearly a highly unsatisfactory situation, and consideration will be given to how best to ensure that the Council does not sit in judgement on its own scheme. 

Meanwhile, all the civic groups in Hitchin are focusing their opposition to the scheme on a number of “red line” issues which are unlikely to be acceptable to the developer.  The Council and the developer’s tactics appear to be that by playing this “long”, local opposition will be worn down, and people will come to accept the inevitability of the Council approving their own scheme.  And that would be a very bad day for Hitchin as a historic market town, and a thriving retail and leisure destination of choice.

Oxford Civic Society
The Examination in Public of the Oxford City Core Strategy started in 2009 but was adjourned in the light of legal challenges to housing targets emanating from the Regional Spatial Strategy Plan, relating to a major development in the Oxford Green Belt. The planned housing, c4000 units, was to be erected in a neighbouring District but the residents were expected to be employed & to undertake other economic activity in the City. The relevant District Council has always opposed building in that area and with the neutering of regional Plans by the Coalition Government, preparatory to them being scrapped; the development is highly unlikely to proceed.   During the adjournment the original Inspector ‘retired’ but subsequently re-emerged as an assistant to the new Inspector. Concluding sessions were held during the Summer and the Inspector’s Report is expected in December. It is unclear whether the Strategy will be approved, entirely or in part, and hence there is considerable uncertainty regarding the policies which might define the development of Oxford over the next 15 years, especially as the ‘revocation’ of the Regional Spatial Strategy has itself now been subjected to another legal challenge!

The Society is successfully acting as an interface between local groups who want to organise a litter pick or a street party and the City Council. The Groups are uneasy about what they will be required to do ‘to get permission’, whilst Council has difficulty reaching out to the community.  This summer we’ve been promoting Street Parties as one aspect of the Streets for People initiative in association with European Mobility Week. 54 parties were held, 26 of them on the designated weekend. Apparently this is the largest number of street parties in a City per 1000 citizens in England. We are now trying to encourage groups to look at their Street Scene and work together in other ways. Meanwhile, our annual ‘OxClean’ weekend goes from strength to strength, though the objective is to change attitudes and thus eliminate the need for such events.

After over 10 years most dedicated and effective work for the Society, Tony Joyce has stepped down as Chairman. Peter Thompson is our new Chairman. Furthermore, the Presidency of our Society has passed this year from Mark Barrington-Ward, one of the ‘elder statesmen’ of Oxford, and a fount of wisdom on any kind of development in the city over the last half-century, to Sir Hugo Brunner, a recent Lord Lieutenant of Oxfordshire.

