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11th June 2009
Joint Technical Unit,

960 Capability Green,

Luton, 

Beds. LU1 3PE.

Dear Sirs

Objection to Luton and South Bedfordshire Core Strategy: 

Preferred Options April 2009
The Association of North Thames Amenity Societies represents twenty-two member societies, mainly civic societies, in Buckinghamshire, Hertfordshire. All are interested and involved in matters relating to the planning of the built environment and the protection of the natural environment. We wish to register our objection to the proposed development of 5,500 dwellings on land within the District of North Hertfordshire and now referred to as East of Luton. The reasons for this objection include the environmental damage that would be caused by such a large-scale housing development in this area of great environmental and landscape sensitivity, the highly unsustainable transportation proposals, and problems caused by large-scale housing and other development in an area of severe and increasing water shortage.  

Landscape and the historic environment

The area of the proposed development east of Luton is in the Green Belt and in a Landscape Conservation Area. This part of Hertfordshire provides some of the finest landscapes in the county, with long, uninterrupted views across unspoilt, rolling chalk countryside.  The characteristics of this area are very similar to the adjoining area to the north of the A505 road which has the status of an Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB), and there is little, if any, difference in the quality of the scenery either side of the A505 road.

The area to the immediate east of Luton consists of a long and relatively narrow plateau of gently rolling chalk upland, with scattered dwellings and small settlements such as mangrove Green, Cockernhoe and Tea Green.  These hamlets are an important feature of the character of the area, making a strong contribution to the landscape.

Further east, the long, dry valley of Lilley Bottom runs north-south through the proposed area of development.  The valley is some 2km wide west of Great Offley, reducing to around 0.5km wide near King’s Walden.  The area is characterised by its gently undulating arable landscape with sloping valley sides, and with longer panoramic views available from the higher ground to the east and west.  The peaceful rural character of the valley represents typical Chiltern countryside, although its scale and openness are relatively unusual.  

The valley provides a network of public footpaths including part of the Chiltern Way, a long distance footpath through the Chilterns, and is therefore important to the appreciation and enjoyment of the area by the general public, including many residents of Luton.

It is noted that the independent consultants engaged by Luton Borough council and South Bedfordshire District Council have said that “This is a high quality chalk landscape defined by the sloping valley sides of the Lilley Bottom Valley …..  It is a quiet, rural chalk landscape and an area of strong character and high quality.  There are significant constraints such that it is not considered appropriate for development to take place.” 
It is known that the area proposed for development is of high archaeological value, not least on account of the importance of the chalk escarpment and associated dip-slope valleys to early human settlement.  The landscape is also of considerable historic importance with a substantial part of the area selected for development lying with the parkland of Putteridge Bury; this parkland is registered as a Historic Park and Garden by English Heritage, which should effectively exclude it from development.

The plateau is characterised by a network of narrow country lanes, with village greens where they intersect.  This is a historic landscape of considerable cultural importance, which would be destroyed by the proposed development.  No amount of mitigation measures would provide any meaningful protection to the historic environment.

Transportation issues

The proposals set out in the Core Strategy document are based on an assessment of current and future travel needs of people living in Luton and South Bedfordshire.  This constraint on the scope of the study can only be seen as lacking in rigour and credibility.

The area of the proposed development, East of Luton, lies mainly in North Hertfordshire District, and assumptions are made about North Hertfordshire District Council’s ability to incorporate additional transport infrastructure into their own emerging Local Development Framework.  Hertfordshire County Council is the highway authority for the area and it cannot be assumed that the County Council is in a position to undertake infrastructure work to meet the requirements of Luton Borough Council and South Bedfordshire District Council.  These superficial and untested assumptions do not provide a sound basis for meeting the transportation needs of 5,500 additional households proposed for the area East of Luton.  No technical feasibility study or any environmental impact assessment has been made, representing a fundamental flaw in the planning carried out by the two local authorities proposing development east of Luton. 

The transportation implications of the proposed developments, including the Luton Northern Bypass, the Luton Eastern Bypass and the housing development East of Luton, will all have serious implications for traffic loadings, congestion and ultimately pressure for further road building beyond the boundaries of Luton and South Bedfordshire. In particular, the A505 east-west route is of great importance to the proposals forming the basis of the Core Strategy, and will inevitably become more highly loaded with traffic due to:

a) Additional traffic making use of journey opportunities offered by a new Northern Bypass,  opening up opportunities for longer distance commuting by car, and an increased use of the A505 as a cross-over linking the M1 and the A1(M).

b) A new Eastern Bypass will also deliver additional traffic onto the A505, particularly car based travel to London Luton Airport.  This will undermine any commitment to an increased use of public transport for access to the airport, particularly important given plans for a substantial expansion of passenger throughput.

c) Building 5,500 additional dwellings east of Luton will also generate increased volumes of traffic.  Many of the new residents will not have employment within Luton, and will become car-based commuters, adding to traffic on the A505.

The effects of additional traffic on the A505 east of Luton will be felt by North Hertfordshire, and in particular by Hitchin.  There is no bypass to Hitchin and the A505 passes through the  town on streets that are already severely congested at peak times.  Traffic conditions within Hitchin are likely to deteriorate further with the commitment in the East of England Plan to large-scale residential development west of the A1(M) at Stevenage.  This will result in a substantial increase in traffic on the A602 road, which already operates at or beyond capacity with standing traffic at peak times.  The Luton and South Bedfordshire Core Strategy will have a highly adverse effect on traffic conditions in Hitchin, for which no by-pass solution is either feasible, or on offer from the highway authority..

Water supply issues

The selection of east of Luton for development appears to have been made with no adequate investigation or feasibility study into the provision of water in this dry and water-stressed location, nor into the effect of the development on the chalk aquifer.  In particular, it would seem that the area covered by preliminary studies did not extend to the specific area now proposed for development, and that groundwater Source Protection Zones have not been adequately taken into account.  Indeed, it is not clear how the claim that the site has good potential for infiltration can be made when no data has been gathered, and the presence of Source Protection Zones suggests that any infiltration arrangements are likely to be complex and expensive.

We are of the opinion that the site of East of Luton has not been properly considered in the Water Cycle Strategy. The site lies outside the area for which data was gathered. Conclusions drawn about this site are therefore arbitrary, and in some important respects are believed to be wrong. We doubt that the serious risks to groundwater, the cost of water supply and the major uncertainties about foul drainage and treatment have been adequately taken into account in the economic assessment of the site. Properly considered, these would impact strongly on the viability of the site for development, and are likely to indicate that this is not an appropriate area for a major housing development.

Further considerations
The decision to select this area of Hertfordshire for development was made by elected members of Luton Borough Council and South Bedfordshire District Council, local authorities with no responsibility or democratic mandate for the area in question.  Indeed, the councillors involved could approve this choice of location secure in the knowledge that they cannot be held to account by the electorate in the area affected by their decision.  We therefore consider that the decision making process is flawed, and totally lacking in democratic accountability.

For the reasons given above we do not believe that the site should have been considered in the Core Strategy as suitable or appropriate for development, and trust that it will now be withdrawn from any further consideration.
Yours faithfully,

A.A.Sangster

Hon. Secretary  
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