Minutes of the ANTAS Spring Meeting 2010

Held at the Tilbury Hall, Potters Bar on 8th May

1. Welcome

Mrs Teresa Travel, Chair of the Potters Bar Society welcomed members to the meeting and, in particular, Ronald Smith, President of the Potters Bar Society and long-time Chairman of the London Green Belt Society. She noted that the Potters Bar Society was founded in 1961 and now has around 880 members, of which about half are life members. The Society has three principal divisions, a Town Group, a Country Group and a Walking Group.

The Chairman of the Association thanked the Potters Bar Society for hosting the meeting at short notice after the prospective arrangements failed to materialize.

2. Apologies

The Hon. Secretary reported that apologies had been received from the President, both Vice-Presidents, and the Aylesbury, Beaconsfield, Hertford and Marlow Societies and the Welwyn Planning Group. Replies had not been received from Berkhamsted and Wendover Societies. It was note that over half the member societies were represented at the meeting.

3. Minutes of the Meeting on 25th April 2009

The Hon. Secretary reported that the minutes of the Spring Meeting 2009 had not been completed, but when done so, would be posted on the web site.

4. Matters arising

As the minutes had not been finished there were no matters arising.

5. Chairman’s Report

· The Chairman noted that there was currently a high degree of uncertainty with the change in the national background and that the Association and its member societies should expect a lack of funding for projects and programmes and for the whole planning system, including regional and local plans, to be ‘returned to the drawing board’ for reconsideration.

· He advised the meeting that because of other commitments he would have to stand down at the AGM, but would remain involved with the Association through his chairmanship of the Amersham Society. 

· It was noted that the Committee was looking for potential new members and, in particular, a new Editor of the Newsletter. Anyone interested should contact the Hon. Secretary.       

6.  Treasure’s Report:  
· The Hon.Treasurer reported that all subscriptions had been received.

· At the end of the last financial year the bank account stood at £207 with £159 of stock.

· Expenses this year would be mainly the Marlow meeting (£120) and two Newsletters, indicating that there should be a small surplus on the year. On this basis the present subscription rate of £15/year is adequate.

· The Chairman noted that there should still be an aim to get more member societies. 

7. Civic Voice:
Tony Fooks gave the following report:

· Civic Voice was formally launched on 17th April at the Building Centre in London.
· The six trustees receiving the most votes in the poll were announced. The one trustee from the South-East is John Walker of the Kent Federation. There is some concern on the conduct of the poll on the grounds that it was less than democratic (the six elected were shown as preferred candidates) and this will be raised at the first AGM.

· The new Chair of Civic Voice is Paula Ridley, who has been involved in its development over the last 12 months.

· The trustees had met in the last week to discuss the organisational arrangements for Civic Voice. The first AGM is expected in November.

· At present there is funding for two employees, Director plus one other, but there is a need to generate additional income to expand activities..

· For the first year subscriptions will be:

Individual £10

Member societies £1.50/head with a maximum of £500

Next year the maximum will increase to £800.

· It was noted that some societies did not wish to join. An alternative for these societies would be to form a ‘cluster’ with like-minded societies. A ‘cluster’ would pay a reduced subscription of £50/year but would be limited to a single vote in Civic Voice matters. The ANTAS Committee will consider providing that facility for any of its member societies not wishing to take out full membership of Civic Voice.
· The next meeting of the South-East regional association will get an update from John Walker and will then consider the option of splitting into sub-regional clusters. The Hon. Secretary reported that the East of England regional association was awaiting the outcome of the expected changes to strategic planning before considering its future.
John Davies then gave a commentary on the case for supporting Civic Voice:
· There is a need for a central reference point in order to maintain records, make reference to central government, influence the media and to provide a focus for contact with similar organisations where there is common ground. It is not possible for individual societies to achieve the desired effectiveness. It should be noted that Scotland and Wales still have a national voice.
· The present arrangement for Civic Voice can be criticised but it is the only option available to the civic society movement. If it is not supported financially the end result will be nothing.

· The matter of subscriptions is a thorny matter. Traditionally most civic societies have levied very small subscriptions whereas other organisations such as CPRE charge much higher rates in order to support central activities. Societies will need to consider very carefully their position on subscriptions if they want a national organisation. 
· The setting up of CV may have been less than satisfactory so, if dissatisfied, member societies will need to work within the organisation to bring about improvements.

· Member societies of ANTAS should not just rely on ANTAS forming a ‘cluster’ to provide ‘group’ membership of CV, but should directly support the proposed central organisation.
Tony Fooks then endorsed the points made and reminded the meeting of the provision of benefits already planned, pointing out that this would be at both national and individual society level. The board of CV would be seeking funding from external sources, but would not want to repeat the errors of the previous organisation in becoming tied in to the aims and demands of these sources. He also noted that the South-East Association is active and successful with 140 member societies, but it would welcome feedback from individual societies on whether and how the Association should continue. 
The Chairman then summarised as follows; there are two key matters for consideration:

· Should ANTAS provide a ‘cluster’, for its member societies given the advantageous subscription rate? This would deprive CV of income needed in order to provide the proposed benefits.

· Should ANTAS provide advice to its members on the matter of individual membership of CV?

The meeting was asked to give views on these matters in order that the Committee could agree a position.
Points made in the discussion that followed:

· A society with currently a low subscription rate will be very concerned about a capitation charge, even if capped, because it would need a very large increase in subscriptions. A fixed sum per society would be more acceptable. (A figure of £50 was mentioned but the Chairman pointed out that the minimum funding to cover one employee was of the order of £40k. TF reported that the initial budget requirement was £150k)
· There is concern that there will be sufficient human resources to deliver the planned benefits and the feeling that there needs to be a very clear picture of the proposed organisation before asking societies to commit to full membership.(TF advised that the CPRE office in London and the RIBA office in Liverpool would be available at nominal rents, and that some of the work would be undertaken by volunteers. The Trustees and Officers will remain in post until the second AGM).
· Societies may want to support CV by joining, but face a time lag between the decision and being able to get the necessary additional income to make up the difference between the previous subscription rate and the new one. This is a particular problem for societies with little in the bank account.

· To put the capitation charge of £1.50/head into perspective, it is little more than a litre of petrol. If societies feel the need for national representation, they need to raise the funds, either from members or from other sources.

· The work done by Tony Burton and Ian Harvey recognised, but the process so far is seen as autocratic (why only 3 votes for the selection of 6 trustee candidates?)  Will they listen more in future?
· The proposed subscription structure could be advantageous to smaller societies, particularly if the cap is raised in future years (£800 in Year 2?).
· Societies in partnerships with other organisations will find it difficult to raise subscriptions within these other organisations when only civic society members directly benefit.

· How are the Scottish and Welsh bodies funded? Do they receive government support?

· There is a degree of scepticism in societies over whether the proposal represents value for money. This can only be addressed if a convincing forward programme is published.
· Small societies may not be able to raise subscriptions so will have to rely on ‘cluster’ membership.

· Larger societies are more likely to have essential skills ‘in house’, but there would still be value in national representation.
· It would be unfair if some societies declined to join but received the benefits of a new central organisation.

· Societies with membership of CPRE feel they get good value, but they know what they are going to get.

· At the date of the meeting 8 ANTAS member societies present had joined CV, 6 remained to be persuaded and none had declined.
· If ANTAS were to act as a ‘cluster’ it would be necessary to raise membership subscriptions by £2.50.
The Chairman concluded that member societies should be encouraged to join CV and that ‘cluster’ membership should no be seen as an alternative because of the reduced benefits it offers. The need for a clear business plan/prospectus from CV was noted.
8. High Speed Rail 

Mike Overall, Vice-Chairman of the Chiltern Society, made a presentation on the proposals for a high speed rail link, from London to Birmingham initially, passing through the ANTAS area. The presentation can be viewed on the HS2 section of the Chilterns Conservation Board’s website, http://www.chilternsaonb.org/hs2/ , together with more recent information. The following points arose from the subsequent discussion:
· Infrastructure provision for high speed rail in terms of tunnel vents, access roads and lighting is much greater, therefore more intrusive than for conventional rail.

· There is no justification for a high speed link just to Birmingham, but it provides the basis for further beneficial extensions northwards.

· Would a new conventional line or an upgraded West Coast Mainline deliver sufficient benefits to bring about a modal shift from air/road transport?

· Both East Coast and West Coast Mainlines are operating close to maximum capacity and the last upgrade of the latter failed to deliver 140mph speeds.

· Trade-offs between maximum speed and damage to surroundings need more extensive examination.
· Buckinghamshire local authorities favour an upgraded WCML, with a stop at Milton Keynes, but this would fail to link with Crossrail.
· A lower speed conventional rail could be placed alongside an existing transport corridor such as the M1.

· If the high speed option is pursued ANTAS should press for the highest standards of design and architecture.

· Tunnelling through the Chilterns could have significant impact on the groundwater regimes in the area.

· The most immediate issue is the need to respond to the government’s consultation on the Exceptional Hardship Scheme applying to any area on the eventual route (information available on the Chiltern Society website).

· It was proposed that the ANTAS Committee continues to monitor developments and to return to the topic at the AGM.
9. Regional Spatial Strategies
· ANTAS opposed all four housing options in the East of England consultation last autumn and argued that the provision of housing needed more fundamental examination.
· The East of England Regional Association continues its membership and involvement with the East of England Environmental Forum which is still making representations on matters relating to the Regional Plan. 

· However, it is likely that an incoming Conservative government will abandon the Regional Plans with no clear indication of what will replace them. But there is still pressure to significantly increase the planned housing figures.

· There is justified concern that if the Plans are scrapped much good work on environmental matters, getting them much higher up the agenda, will be lost, particularly in the areas of water supply and sewage disposal.

10. Other Planning Matters
· The Hon. Secretary reminded the meeting that PPS4, incorporating planning for town centres previously set out in PPS6, had now been published. This places new responsibilities on local planning authorities to undertake analysis of retail, leisure and other community needs as part of the LDF process, so that they can no longer rely on developers submitting their own analyses with planning applications.
· It was reported that Hertsmere District Council want to hold all meetings of its Development Control Committee in one single location. Do member societies have experience of this arrangement?  

11. Society Reports
Amersham

1. The overwhelming focus is currently on HS2 which will tunnel under Old Amersham with an emergency access structure adjacent to the bypass on green belt land and will emerge from a tunnel adjacent to Mantle’s Green farm and on the other side of the valley to Shardeloes House a Grade 1 listed building.

· We have provided funding and support to get an area wide action group to be set up.

· The immediate action has been to respond to consultation of the proposed Hardship Scheme. This consultation closes on May 20th and we have been active in providing a submission.

· What will really happen in the current political and financial situation? Long term delay at the very least.

2. The Society continues to prosper and we have welcomed new committee members Sarah-Jane Axelby who has been very active in our HS2 response in addition to Peter Cutcliffe who chairs the Shardeloes House residents Association. Charles Goodwyn our long standing member who has been in poor health has resigned from our committee. Charles who is a former keeper of the Royal Philatelic Collection who was born in Old Amersham has been a stalwart and enthusiastic protector of our built environment over most of his adult life.

3. We have decided to adopt a wait and see approach and will not be joining Civic Voice immediately. Our committee has reaffirmed that our most important affiliation is currently with ANTAS.

Bishop’s Stortford

In the last twelve months, our local planning authority, East Herts District Council, has

· Held secret, unrecorded discussions with developers wanting to relocate two schools to a Green Belt Site, encouraging them to submit a fresh application, although they had recommended refusal of a similar one in 2008.

· Sold the freehold of a key town centre site for £3.5m less than its market value and relocated Council staff working there to Hertford, without ever producing a business case to justify it, leading to criticism from the district auditor.

· Proposed a retail and multi storey car park development on the site even though the previous similar development on the adjacent site has been widely condemned and has so far failed to let all the retail units.

· Allowed the Chief Executive to take early retirement at the age of 50, a month before the age limit was raised to 55, and reemployed her on four days a week, at a negligible financial saving to the council

· Sacked the rest of the Council staff with a view to terminating their contracts so as to re-employ them on less favourable terms.

· Ignored the remuneration committee which they themselves appointed and voted through allowances for councillors which will cost £50,000 pa more than the total recommended.

· In order to ‘save money’ announced the introduction of charges on Sunday for council run car parks, without altering the waiting restrictions in nearby streets which have no controls on Sunday parking.

The Local Government Ombudsman refused to investigate our complaint about the schools relocation because no fresh application has been submitted or decision taken. 

The same party has been in control of EHDC ever since it was established in 1974. Local elections do not take place for another year. Any suggestions for holding the council to account in the meantime would be gratefully received.

Buntingford

Buntingford Civic Society are founder members of Civic Voice. Membership are relieved of additional subscriptions 2010/11 through the use of income generated by advertising in the Buntingford Journal.

Town enhancements are five boundary signs and surrounding planting, a framed biography of Bishop Seth Ward to accompany a portrait in Manor House ( Seth Ward is a founder member of the Royal Society and was a Buntingford resident ).

In conjunction with Hertfordshire Constabulary undertook a very successful clean-up of the River Rib as part of the Community Pride initiative.

Disappointments are related to the failure to amend certain aspects of a major development in the Town.

Good working relationships with the Town Council on the Town Plan and Traffic Advisory Group also Locality/ Police meetings.

Planning underway to recruit members and to identify successors to the Executive Committee.

Hertford

Sainsbury has been given permission by the Secretary of State to build a new superstore on the redundant part of Mc Mullen’s brewery. Given the proceedings at the Public Inquiry and the support of the District Council, this was not a surprise. However, there is one curious outcome. In 2008 East Herts Council commissioned a Town Centre and Retail Study with a view to informing the emerging Local Development Framework. The consultant’s report concluded that up to 2021 there was insufficient increase in demand to  justify building a new superstore selling convenience goods in the western half of the District, the area covering Hertford, Ware and Buntingford. After the Development Control Committee approved Sainsbury’s application, against the advice of the Officers, the same consultant gave evidence at the Inquiry into the called-in application supporting the applicant’s case for need. In the meantime Tesco has obtained approval to expand its existing store in Hertford and Asda has submitted a revised application for a store of similar size to Sainsbury’s on a site in Ware, which is likely to be approved. So in less than two years, in difficult economic conditions, the District Council will have approved an increase in ‘convenience’ goods retailing floor area equivalent to some two and a half superstores when it had been advised that there was insufficient need for one in the next ten years. Is there a disconnect between the group doing the forward planning and the Development Control Committee and the planning officers?      
High Wycombe

This six months’ main saga has been about the Handy Cross Coachway – currently our Sports Centre.  The County and District Councils have together cooked up a laudable scheme for a “coachway” near Junction 4 of the M40 which would allow express coaches to stop off on the way between London and Oxford and more distant locations.  Indeed, the Coachway is seen by the County and by the Regional authorities as the first “hub” in a south-east regional express coach network.  Furthermore, the High Wycombe’s successful Park & Ride would be collocated, so that the Coachway facility could be accessed from the town centre by Park & Ride buses.  There have been a few niggling – and not-so-niggling – worries, however:

1. Quite soon now, Chiltern Railways, those gung-ho entrepreneurs, will create a new rail service to Oxford via a new “chord” to be built at Bicester.  Perhaps they won’t mind the competition.

2. There is a proposal to fill up the site with offices (while many offices stand empty in High Wycombe town) and a hotel (when there are three new town centre hotels with, or awaiting, planning permission).

3. The Chiltern Society worry that, notwithstanding the Park & Ride, the excellent on-site parking facilities will encourage people to use their cars for the first leg of their journey rather than use more sustainable public transport.

4. The new buildings will be visible from the AONB to the south, although only from one or two locations.

5. There will be traffic and congestion implications for the A404 and for the local Residents.

6. There will be no connectivity with rail services through High Wycombe, e.g. from Aylesbury and in due course, Milton Keynes and the north.

And now for the big one!  What about the Sports Centre that occupies the site at present?  This, the Council thought, would have to move, and, in response to a threat by Sport England to block the proposal, they put together a plan to create a new running track and athletics facilities at a school in Hazlemere, the far side of town.  The head teacher was delighted.  But a local resident whipped up his fellow-residents, Parish Councils and local councillors into a frenzy about the implications for visual intrusion, including lighting, traffic, and noise, and oblivious to all calm reasoning, the Planning Committee threw out the proposal.

Whereupon, the Council went back to the drawing board and discovered there is room for the running track to stay on the same site, with the new coachway, for the time being.

Which leads me on to Saga No.2.  Flush with their financial success with our new Eden Shopping and Entertainment Centre, the Council want to create a new stadium for Wycombe Wanderers (playing their last game today before relegation to League 2!) and London Wasps Rugby Club.  They say this will make money and that they can afford it.  (Some people have made invidious comparisons with other worthy causes in the town that they cannot afford.)  And in due course they could move the running track there.  The problem is where to put it.  Their favourite site appears to be on Wycombe Air Park, in the Green Belt, although having realised the controversial nature of that idea, and the fact that they would need a Core Strategy amendment, they have now announced there will be a public consultation on alternative sites in a few months’ time.

Finally, at a more mundane level, we have had two spectacular examples of the importance of how incongruous “massing” in new developments can ruin the street scene.  One case is the new Big Yellow storage depot on the London Road – the height of the façade fits in with the neighbouring buildings, but no-one who drives past can fail to suffer acute visual indigestion by the huge height to the rear.  Not to mention the yellow!  And on the West Wycombe Road, there has been an HMO conversion which is also offensive to the eye by being out of scale in the vertical dimension, whereas the Council fought an appeal (and lost it) purely on the basis of the horizontal extent of the new building.  No-one pinpointed as a reason for refusal the gross height of the building in its context – a point with which the Inspector might have agreed.
Hitcham and Taplow

This has been our 50th Anniversary year and to celebrate so far we have had a successful Easter Egg/champagne Hunt with approx 100 adults plus their children at a local hotel followed by lunch.  We have also published a 20 page full colour newsletter – do look at a copy - and will have our usual village green party with barbeque and country dancing in June.

The large site, previously Skindles and the old defunct paper mill is once more awaiting developments owing to the collapse of the Towntalk consortium with £30m worth of debts to an Irish Bank.  However the positive thing is that SBDC have done a Design Brief for the site to ensure that the clear overdevelopment proposals of towntalk are not repeated.  This is a major step forward.

We are currently working on the SBDC core strategy, which is already very late, and we have been very encouraged by it.  They seem to have taken our concerns on board. e.g. They have ruled out infilling within our two conservation areas.  At the moment we are still having to rely on the old local plan. 

We have a potential cloud on the horizon which is the current activity on the very large Bishops Centre site where things are stirring and we are not sure what will happen

Oxford
‘Forty Years of Oxford Planning: What has it achieved and what next?’ was the title of our retiring President’s valedictory lecture which the Society has recently published as a pamphlet. The author, Mark Barrington-Ward, returned to Oxford as editor of the Oxford Mail in 1961 and ever since then has taken a great interest in all aspects of the City’s development. The pamphlet is designed to help readers to understand today’s Oxford and to look into its future. It along with a daylong conference on ‘Oxford Architecture the Last Forty Years’ were key parts of our celebration of our Ruby anniversary.

The Society has been much exercised by the issues of ‘studentification’ the takeover of whole areas by student accommodation.  With the success of Brookes University and the medical facilities concentration in Headington the area has come under severe pressure. The Society has been pointing this out and bringing together Planners, Institutions and Utilities to look at the whole area rather than just at individual planning applications. A Memorandum of Understanding is in the process of being agreed.

Despite the recession, Universities seem to have access to funds for development. Both Oxford Brookes and Oxford University are promoting somewhat controversial plans for campus development – so plenty of work for the Society’s planning team!

The Society once again organised OxClean Spring Clean. 100+ groups took part and the event was judged a great success. The Society is now helping to organise a ‘Streets for People’ weekend 18th -19th September See http://oxstreets.org.uk/ for details.

The Society has joined Civic Voice. Many of our local frustrations arise from national policies that we think it is part of our role to support a national voice for our movement.

Welwyn Planning Group

Our prime concern over the past year has been the stalemate in Welwyn Hatfield’s Local Development Framework process caused by the High Court judgement in respect of the East of England Plan Hertfordshire development strategy. Effectively the local authority is in a dangerous planning vacuum while we await the decision from the Government Office as to how they propose ‘to repair’ the Plan in accordance with the findings of the Court. Developers have not been slow to float proposal concepts at parish councils for major schemes, although fortunately no specific major planning applications have as yet materialised.


An illustration of this unsatisfactory situation is an application seeking to convert an existing consent for a temporary travellers’ site into a larger and permanent development. The application specifically highlights the absence of an approved and adopted strategy for such sites in our local authority’s area - caused by the delay in being able to complete the LDF.


A similar conflict of interest in planning policy has arisen in the realm of accommodation for the elderly and disabled. Herts County Council are actively promoting a concept of enhanced sheltered housing schemes under the label Flexicare. Research by HCC Adult Care Services has resulted in publication of existing provision and forecast needs for such accommodation in each of the 10 Hertfordshire district authorities up to 2021.  Apparently Welwyn Hatfield already has sufficient private and public sector accommodation to meet the local demand forecast.

Neverless a private care home developer has applied for permission for a 113 bed residential care home in Welwyn which, apart from conflicting with the HCC official view, has attracted criticism from the local doctors’ practice as a potential drain on their capacity for health service provision for the existing population.

Our concern is that applications of this type are determined by planning case officers applying the more limited criteria of planning regulations without equivalent weight on the wider consideration of community impact.

Finally the Group is closely involved through shared committee membership with Welwyn Parish Plan. The Parish Plan has had a successful and energetic year with the launch of a community café; publication of a directory of useful information for the elderly and housebound; approval and funding for a second PCSO and obtaining an ambitious Highways Agency scheme for the improvement of pedestrian safety in the village centre. 

Parish Plan projects at the planning stage for the current year include a website, a community garden; restocking the local river with grayling; a parish cycle path project and village boundary markers to encourage lower traffic speeds.


All this activity is conducted against the routine of monitoring every planning application affecting Welwyn. Two of our committee members are also co-opted and valued members of the parish council planning and licensing committee and, although unable to vote, are able to represent the views of both our members and the wider village community.

Welwyn Planning and Amenity Group has less than 100 members but does not lack ambition and by persistence and hopefully a consistent attitudes, we enjoy a reasonable degree of local authority recognition.

