Minutes of the ANTAS AGM, held at Tanlaw Mill, Buckingham 

University, Buckingham on Saturday 4th November 2006
PRESENT:  Dr Peter Diplock, President, Mr Tony Fooks, Chairman, Mr John Davies, Vice Chairman, Mr Andrew Sangster, Hon. Secretary, Mr Alastair Maclean, Hon.Treasurer, Mrs Merrin Molesworth, Newsletter Editor, Dr Chris Woodman (Web Master) Mr David Peevers, Mr John Egan, Chairman of East of England Association of Civic Trust Societies, Mr Brian Horsley, Chairman of the Civic Trust South East, together with representatives of the Amersham, Bishop’s Stortford, Buckingham, Buntingford, Chiltern, Harpenden, High Wycombe, Hitcham and Taplow, Hitchin, Marlow, Oxford, Potters Bar and Wendover Societies. 
1. Welcome by the Buckingham Society
On behalf of the Buckingham Society David Peevers welcomed members to the meeting. He noted that Buckingham is very proud of its university. It is the only university independent of direct government support in the United Kingdom and has used its independence to pioneer a distinctive approach to higher education.  The university runs a four term system enabling many students to complete their degrees in two years instead of the usual three. The University was formally opened in February 1976 by the Rt. Hon Margaret Thatcher, MP, as former Secretary of State for Education. It had 65 students. Today the university has around 1,000 students from around the world - that’s about a tenth of the average university in Britain.  This year student applications are up by 40%, bucking the national downward trend.  Buckingham specialises in business, economics, science, humanities and law. 

Last year the government commissioned an independent survey of all final year students in Britain. In this survey Buckingham was voted as Britain’s top university for student satisfaction.  It is interesting that the two best universities for student satisfaction are both here in north Bucks!

The University has been a tremendous asset to Buckingham.  It kindly allows local charities the use of its facilities free of charge, for example, the room for the ANTAS meeting was provided through The Buckingham Society at no charge.

2. Apologies for absence

Aylesbury Society, Beaconsfield Society, Chesham, Hertford, Hughenden Valley RA, Radlett, St Albans and Welwyn Planning and Amenity Group.  

3. Minutes of the 11th Annual General Meeting - 2005
Minutes of the Annual General Meeting held on 15th October 2005 at Hitchin were approved by the meeting and signed by the Chairman.

4. Matters arising

There were no matters arising.

5. Chairman’s report

The Chairman reported that it had been a taxing year for the Executive who have worked hard to promote the Society on many fronts.   It was pleasing to report that there were now 22 Member Societies and he encouraged all groups to persuade others to join.
The Society had been very involved with the East of England Plan Public Examination and it was now awaiting the consultation on the amended Plan from the Secretary of State. Likewise, but some what behind the East of England Plan, the Association was now involved with the preparation for the Examination in Public of the South East Plan, which will start on the 20th November and continue until the end of March 2007. ANTAS, with the help of Keith Robinson, will be participating in the debate on “The Rest of Oxfordshire”, which asks whether  the draft RSS takes proper account of the capacity of town/locations in the rest of Cherwell, South Oxfordshire, Vale of White Horse and West Oxfordshire for sustainable development. If not, how would any additional growth here impact on Central Oxfordshire, Milton Keynes & Aylesbury Vale and Western Corridor Blackwater Valley  Sub Regional Strategies? The Chairman encouraged all parties in these areas to make contact with Keith Robinson. Likewise the High Wycombe Society  has been invited to participate  in the debate on “Infrastructure and Implementation”, which questions whether the water supply and waste water treatment, flood risk and transport implications of the growth proposals are being adequately considered. Also, are the proposals in the implementation plan (including the Social and Green Infrastructure) clearly justified and well related to the Spatial Strategy?  What are the Priorities?  The Chairman reported that he would be participating on these topics and would welcome members’ comments. He also noted that he was aware that other member organisations present may also be involved with other Matters in the Public Examination. Further reports were to be presented under Item 11 of the agenda.
Following concerns and comments from members the Executive has been in discussion with the Civic Trust as to the relationship between ANTAS and the Trust and the relationship of the latter to individual members and societies. These discussions are at an early stage but it is hoped to have a full report at the Spring meeting.
The Executive has responded to such issues as, Local Strategic Partnership workings and the use of them, electronic communication systems for enhancing communication with member societies and individual members, delisting of the Commonwealth Institute building from Grade 11 Listing, Wycombe District Council’s Rural Forum and more recently the Launch of the Economic Strategy for the South East.
Recently the exercise of putting contact details for member societies in a secure area of the web site has been completed. This information is limited to the principal officers and replaces the former hard copy Directory. An ID and password will shortly be issued to each member society with a request that knowledge of both is limited to the named officers. 


The Chairman reported that the Association had made a donation to the retirement gift for Saskia Hallam, funded by a number of its member societies and he then read out the letter of thanks. He then thanked Merrin Molesworth for the Newsletter, extolling it as an excellent read and recommending it to all, and Chris Woodman for keeping the web site updated and, in particular, for the new welcoming page, suggesting all should look at it. He also thanked the Hon. Secretary for all the administrative work undertaken. Finally he thanked Peter Diplock for his guidance and support as President, members of the Executive for their active role, Mr David Peevers for arranging the venue and the catering staff behind the scenes. 
6. Treasurers Report

Alastair Maclean, the Hon. Treasurer, presented the accounts for the financial year up to June 2006 as approved by the Hon. Auditor (attached to the minutes). There was a surplus for the year of £65 compared with a deficit for the previous year of £76. The turnaround was a direct result of increased income from expanding the membership, savings made in the production of the Newsletter and a reduction in other printing costs, and had enabled contributions to be made to accommodation costs for meetings. Because the financial year ends in June, accruals have been included in order to reflect the position at the time of the AGM. During the year the Association’s account had been moved from Lloyds TSB to Nationwide because the latter paid the best rate of interest on deposits for organisations such as ANTAS. The accounts were formally approved by the meeting.

7. Election of Officers        
The President, Peter Diplock, took the chair for this part of the meeting. The following were proposed for the officer posts by Derek Cooper, Buntingford, and seconded by Tim Field, Potters Bar. As there were no other nominations they were then elected en bloc unanimously:



Chairman


Tony Fooks



Vice-Chairman

John Davies

Hon. Secretary


Andrew Sangster

Hon. Treasurer

Alistair Maclean

8. Election of the Executive Committee

Chris Woodman, Merrin Molesworth and David Peevers offered themselves for re-election to the Committee, all were proposed by Derek Cooper and seconded by Tim Field. As there were no other nominations they were elected unopposed.
9. Election of Vice-President

The Executive Committee was pleased to propose the election of Mrs Diana Wethered as Vice-President of the Association. The President noted the support he had received as Chairman of the Marlow Society and later as Chairman of ANTAS from both Anthony and Diana Wethered. Mrs Wethered was elected unopposed.

At this point the President handed back the meeting to the Chairman.

10. Any other business

There were no other matters of business submitted to the Chairman ahead of the meeting. 

11. Reports on the Regional Spatial Strategies
11.1 South East Plan:

Chris Woodman reported that there had been two preliminary meetings, on 7 September and 17 October, in Reading.  The Inspector’s command of the process was impressive.  A “List of Matters and Participants” had been issued, and then revised.  The hearings start on 27 November and run until 26 March and will be split between four venues – Woking, Chichester, Maidstone and Reading. It is clear from the List of Matters and Participants – and the Inspector herself made it clear – that the list of participants in the discussions of each Matter tries to include at least one participant  from an organisation such as ANTAS (an amenity society), so the result is a bit arbitrary as to which session these bodies are invited to participate in.

So far as ANTAS membership is concerned, representations were made by the High Wycombe Society, the Marlow Society, the Chiltern Society and ANTAS itself. The High Wycombe Society commented on overall housing levels and allocations (stating that the levels implied unacceptable levels of urban intensification), and specifically referred to the shortage of water, but because huge numbers of people commented on housing levels the HWS didn’t get invited to participate in those sessions.  It also said that development needed to be conditional on the provision of funding for infrastructure, but it didn’t expect to get much mileage out of that.  HWS also made quite detailed representations about transport links (hubs and spokes) – both road and public transport – particularly up to Aylesbury and down to Reading.  

The Marlow Society had put in diverse comments which had been summarised in no fewer than 16 items on the EIP website, covering issues such as countryside management, the urban fringe, regional strategic gaps, a greater proportion of housing to be on brown field sites, and priority areas for tourism.  The Chiltern Society had submitted comments on many topics and been invited to participate in the debates on a number of Matters. ANTAS had put in some more wide-ranging comments which took on board the HW Society’s comments, questioning the level of migration into the region, mentioning the importance of affordable housing and pointing out the importance of former market towns in the London Arc.

The overall result of this was that:

· the HW Society had been invited to participate in a session on the infrastructure requirements of the Western Corridor and Blackwater Valley Sub-region (which will enable points to be made about roads and water);

· the Marlow Society will participate in a session about “smaller towns” and the Built Environment on the Urban Fringe;

· the Chiltern Society has been invited to two sessions: one on Green Belts and Strategic Gaps (which seems quite relevant), and the other on the development of Aylesbury town and Aylesbury Vale.
· ANTAS had been asked to a session to consider whether Oxfordshire could grow faster than suggested in the Draft Plan and if so, whether that would affect sub regional strategies in other areas such as Aylesbury Vale and the Western Corridor/Blackwater Valley (inputs were sought to this from our members in Oxford and Aylesbury).
Mike Overall (Chiltern) noted the concern that there would be insufficient employment for the very large proposed increase in population in Aylesbury Vale and that this would lead to a significant increase in commuting southwards to London and the High Wycombe and Heathrow areas. This suggested that the allocation of new housing needed to be reconsidered.

Tony Joyce (Oxford) reported a conflict in opinion between Oxford City Council, who are in favour of expansion into the Green Belt, and the County Council, who would prefer development in surrounding towns. Oxford Civic Society supports the County in this matter, particularly because there is already massive commuting into the City (a jobs imbalance of 30k), but it also has to be recognised that there is a pressing need for additional rural infrastructure. He recommended that those with an interest should read the South East Region Economic Strategy.

David Steele (Marlow) noted that it was already too late to make submissions to the over-arching Matters such as housing and employment, but written submissions can still be made to the Matters which will be considered in the sessions based in Reading in the new year. He recommended reading of the Implementation Plan and the Sustainability Appraisal.
Brian Horsley reported that he would be participating in the debate addressing affordable housing. He was concerned that the overall target of 35% of total housing construction would not be achieved because of the high number of small sites coming forward with exemption from the requirements of the policy and because of the conflict with relying on developers to fund infrastructure. He thought that the Treasury should have a greater role in ensuring that the target is met.
11.2 East of England Plan:

The Hon Secretary reported that the EiP Panel had submitted its report to the Secretary of State at the end of June as promised. The Minister had now to consider the recommendations of the report and to publish an amended Plan for a further six week consultation. This is not expected before the end of November and it is uncertain how many of the Panel’s recommendations for amendment of the draft Plan will be adopted. The principal recommendations are:

· The Plan should be more strategic in nature leaving the detail to the LDFs

· The environment should be given greater prominence by making it Chapter 2 in the Plan  
· The Plan should focus on the strategic aims in the section on Transport and not identify individual traffic/highway schemes, i.e. the means of reducing dependency on the private car

· The number of designated growth areas should be reduced to two, the Thames Gateway and the Haven Gateway.

The Panel has recommended deleting the proposals for North of Harlow and North Weald as a means of regenerating Harlow. The inspectors were persuaded by the counter-argument that this would be better achieved from within the boundaries with minor excursions into the Green Belt to the south-west, as always envisaged. Harlow Civic Society received a plaudit for their contribution to this debate. However, the loss of housing in East Herts has been compensated by an increase around Hemel Hempstead, St Albans and Welwyn/Hatfield. This would greatly threaten the narrow strips of Green Belt between the conurbations, a matter where ANTAS was not successful in the debate on the London Arc. The outcome of the Buncefield inquiry and gravel extraction between Hatfield and St Albans may yet influence where the additional housing is located, a matter for the relevant LDFs. Regrettably there was no success in reducing the large amount of housing proposed around Stevenage, but the Panel’s preference for a more strategic approach in the Plan is in line with the ANTAS response to the questions posed by the inspectors.
All development in the Region is expected to take account of the Government’s policies on sustainable communities. However, in the report the Panel has conceded that it has been unable to identify a mechanism for matching location of new housing with employment opportunities, although it is recognised that if this is not done the objectives for reducing dependency on car travel would be difficult to achieve.      
12. Other Planning Matters
These have been referred to in other items.

13. Short Society Reports   
Members present at the meeting made reports on their societies’ recent involvements. The following are the electronic versions submitted for attachment to the minutes. Where electronic versions have not been submitted, topics covered are noted briefly
Amersham

Review of the Year

· Jubilee Year! The Amersham Society was founded in October 1956. Celebrations included:

· A Garden party was held on a very hot Sunday in early July by kind permission of Charles and Judith Goodwyn at Hinton House their lovely Georgian Home in Amersham High Street. Cheryl Gillan MP was guest of honour, as well as Earl Howe, patron of the Amersham Museum and Councillor Maitland Jones, Mayor of Amersham

· Incredibly successful BBC R4 Gardeners’ Question Time at Dr Challoner’s Grammar School Hall, hosted by the Amersham Society and transmitted in August and September. Over 400 turned up to be in the audience and a lucky few got to ask questions. Many thanks to Christine Standring’s initiative and organising skills in making this happen. 

· We are in the process of publishing a short history of our first 50 years written by Dr Michael Brooks.

· Gratifying increase in membership up from 430 to 469 during the year thanks to efforts of Barbara Webber our membership secretary

· Finances in good order with strong reserves as well. We anticipate that we will spend beyond our current income in the next 12 months with one off expenditures such as publishing our history to be financed. 

· Insurance costs have risen as it is now a requirement that we have it to hire the Old Amersham Market Hall from Amersham Town Council. 

· For the first time we manned our own stand at Heritage Open day on the 10th September in Old Amersham. 
· Excellent programme of events by events sub committee where highlights included, a talk by Tom Oliver of the CPRE, the History of Chenies Manor and a Talk by Jane Bowen curator of the Amersham Museum on “Establishing the Henley River and Rowing Museum.” There was a guided outing and tour to Oxford Colleges and a wonderful summer visit and talk on the fascinating local history of Glory Farm at nearby Winchmore Hill. 

· Better than feared outcome from Licensing Act. Satisfied that last year’s Society campaign helped keep licensed hours within bounds. This year successfully opposed 24 hour licence application by the Crown in the High Street. So we have to remain vigilant.

· Thanks to a campaign by Kevin Dyer,  one of our committee members Bucks CC Highways have largely resurfaced Amersham High Street which is no longer a designated major route since the by pass was built and had become very shabby for such a lovely streetscape. They managed to find some additional funding for this.

The Year Ahead:

· looking forward over the next few months, the key issues for us are:

· Parking and traffic management. We have already had a joint public meeting with the Old Town Revitalisation committee on 26 Sep where among other things the Arup Report, commissioned by Chiltern District Council on potential Residents parking was explained and discussed by councillors and officials with us. The overall progress on the CDC SPA arrangements, one year on from implementation was also reviewed.

· Planning-a rash of proposed developments at the Eastern end of the Old Town

· Bury Farm Affordable housing scheme for 50 dwellings by the RHT on greenbelt land owned by Chiltern District Council. The RHT have just completed a nearby development in Winchmore Hill. The Planning application has been rejected for the moment.

· Proposed YMCA England scheme to house homeless young men at Ruckles field at the bottom of Station Road on land also owned by CDC. This has been postponed for the moment.

· High and Over 8-15 First Avenue (application 1474). This in an infill development that threatens the outlook of the listed 1930’s properties. 

· We also remain concerned at how the fortnightly rubbish collection and recycling scheme works- 2 weeks for organic waste seems too long and has hygiene and public health problems in small terraced houses without big gardens and rear access. We also learn that it is not all about being green but also saving money on waste collection.

· We are in the final stages of putting our lecture programme elsewhere for next year. Highlights include: Lectures on The Quakers in the Chilterns tied in with a visit to Jordans, The Ox & Bucks Light Infantry-history of our County Regiment, John Hampden Local Civil War Hero and Parliamentarian, the Role of the High Sheriff of Buckinghamshire (Mrs. Jenny Hopkirk, High Sheriff 2005/6), The Tyrwhitt-Drake tombs in St Mary’s Amersham and “Following the Yellow Brook Road-Opening your garden under the National Garden Scheme.” Visits to Ely Cathedral and Wimpole Hall, and a visit to the Old Sun House Little Pednor an NGS garden and a visit to Jordans to view progress after the disastrous fire of 2005 are all planned.

· For those of you who follow Local Government it is interesting to note that we are reviewing the recently published White Paper and await the Lyons Report on Local Government finance in December. Submissions to that monument to regional government the South East Plan continue to be grinded out, mostly in our case via the Civic Trust South East. So there is further change afoot at some point in the way our local environment is governed and financed.

· Ted Goodbody, a retired solicitor with an interest in planning is joining our committee and David Royal who has looked after planning matters for us for the last 6 years is standing down with our grateful thanks.

Bishop’s Stortford

Since our last report to ANTAS, the Civic Society has now formed a partnership with all the active community and residents’ associations in the town, to become the Bishop’s Stortford Civic Federation. While membership of the Society remains open to individuals, each of the associations has become a corporate member and nominates a member to the committee of the Federation. As such, we now represent over 6000 households in the town. Some of the impetus for this has arisen from plans for massive developments on brownfield sites adjacent to the town centre – out of keeping with its character of an historic market town. The Federation is now able to provide an informed, non-partisan view on these issues which are of great concern to all the town’s residents, but on which individual organisations did not feel empowered to express a view. So far, the Federation has scored one major success – persuading our district council to refuse detailed planning permission for Phase 2 of a major town centre development on grounds of excessive scale and height. 

Our town has also been the subject of a transportation study. While implementation may provide some amelioration to our chronic traffic congestion, we our concerned that the transport impacts of two further development risks have simply been glossed over. These are proposals to relocate and enlarge two secondary schools on to a Green Belt site to create a 3000 pupil campus and the risk of building 2000+ more dwellings undeveloped land known as ‘Areas of Special Restraint’ or ‘next in the queue’ as developers like to think of them. On both of these, the final decision will be made by the Inspector who conducted a public inquiry into EHDC’s local plan earlier this year. Her report is currently awaited.
Buckingham    
This year has been a very good one for the society and we have been able to make a good contribution to the people of our town. We have played a major role in the development of a new Buckingham Circular Walk which is costing around £750,000.   Working in partnership with The Buckingham Community Plan, an organisation set up in response to the Action on Market Towns initiative, the Circular Walk project has been awarded a large grant from SEEDA and together with the Buckingham Community Plan, county, district and town councils we have been able to raise the match funding required for this project.  Work is to start soon and completion is expected by next summer.

We continue to exert a strong influence on planning matters because of our Vision & Design Statement which sets guidelines for developers.  It is now common for developers to contact us at an early stage in their planning.  This enables the society to put forward suggestions before planning permissions are sought.    This is particularly important in Buckingham where we have the largest number of listed buildings in north Bucks and where a large proportion of the town is a Conservation Area.

Buntingford
A cause of concern is the proliferation of planning applications to ‘in-fill’ behind listed buildings in

Buntingford High Street. With notable exceptions permission is granted for very high density dwellings which will result in vehicle and services congestion. The goal should be a local development plan following consultation with townsfolk.

The Society is informing its committee members on the new planning regulations through the excellent booklet published by Urban Forum ’The Handy Guide to Planning’ and has taken steps to be included in the LDF loop.

Local direct actions include  financial contributions to repairing  play areas, restoring a 19th. Century milestone, refurbishment of a town sign to incorporate the national flag of a new twinning partner and organisation of  local volunteers to clean-up the River Rib.

The Buntingford Journal continues its success with subscription and retail sales c. 1000 copies each edition. A committee member in conjunction with the Parish Pathways Partnership produced a map of pathways around the town and villages which was then distributed to every household.

Society members serve on several town council committees dealing with subjects such as crime and antisocial behaviour, traffic and open spaces.

Chiltern

We are aware of the need to maintain close contact with Local Authorities to ensure that we are consulted on their schemes of community involvement and the various stages towards their Local Development Frameworks and associated documents. They are under pressure from Government and Regional Authorities to produce a complex range of documentation and are finding time constraints difficult. The supposedly simplified quicker planning policies are proving to be anything but this!

We have been urged to get into the consultation system by the Head of Forward Plans of a District Council who recently spoke to our Planning Team. Their problems include staff changes and shortages which are common to most authorities.

The Society continues efforts to convince the Regional bodies EERA and SEERA and Milton Keynes South Midlands of the importance of protection of the environment and the conservation of its natural resources, particularly groundwater. Detailed comments have been submitted to SEERA. The EiP is delayed until November and we are in discussion with a view to participating. Although SEERA have told the government that they consider the allocation of 28900 houses annually until 2026 is sustainable, some Authorities, who are consulting on local distribution, believe the government will seek to impose the considerably higher housing figures suggested in the Barker Report, which in our view is totally unrealistic. The view of the Regional Assemblies that there should be firm commitments by government to financing the necessary infrastructure before any developments are authorised and commenced is fully supported. We continue to urge recognition of the special significance of the Chilterns and work with the local authorities on their schemes of Community Involvement and Local Development Frameworks. Assurances that the new Planning System would be simpler and quicker are looking increasingly unreliable.
The consultation on Green Belt regulations requires development proposals in the Green Belt to be referred to the Secretary of State but there is no specific procedure for determination. PPS9 on Biodiversity is being ignored by local authorities. However, the government will now support local designations. 
      
Harpenden

The Society has been continuing to monitor planning applications and commenting where appropriate, both for and against. This forms a major part of the Society’s activity and we maintain close links with the Harpenden Town Council and the St Albans District Council

A close watch is kept on transport matters, through membership of the local transportation forum, and we make our views known on matters related to both highway and railway. We are watchful of developments at Luton Airport and strongly supportive of groups opposing the expansion.

In a recent development in Harpenden a house in the Conservation area was demolished without consent. The St Albans District Council took action and although we feel that insufficient penalty has been applied the house is being rebuilt.

Proposals to close parts of the Harpenden Memorial Hospital (known locally as The Red House) brought forth much protest and a march attended by about 2,000 people. The plans are currently in abeyance but vigilance is being maintained.

The Society’s public meetings, with speakers on topical matters, have been well supported.

 At the meeting, John Hunt warned other societies that where a construction valued for its age and contribution was damaged, action needed to be taken to prevent theft of materials.

Hertford

When the former County Hospital was closed a new PFI day hospital facility was built in part of the grounds and the listed hospital building and remaining grounds sold to a developer. An excellent proposal for new housing. respecting the ex-Regency hospital building, was recently submitted but it made no provision for car parking associated with the affordable housing element. The car parking provided was in accordance with the LPA’s policy on reducing car ownership in town centres but all of it was allocated to the market housing. The Society objected on the grounds that this was discriminatory, and could be seen as a precedent, and that the Section 106 agreement required the affordable housing units to be offered first to workers in the NHS employed anywhere in the County, and that many of these occupants would need a car for travel to work. The Development Control Committee agreed with the Society and a redesign of the site layout is in hand.
A recent survey of members indicated that there is not a clear understanding of the extent of the Society’s activities and involvements. To address this deficiency a special undated version of the Newsletter has been produced setting everything in which the Society participates in, together with contact names and an invitation to help. As well as informing the membership it will be used as a promotional tool in recruitment.     

High Wycombe
Our constructive relationship on planning matters with Wycombe District Council continues.  The new Sainsburys store, which will face our new “Eden” shopping and entertainment centre across the Oxford Road, owes quite a bit to the comments that the Society made in a series of meetings with the developers before and since the planning application stage.  After a vigorous campaign against the proposal of the Leisure Department to put a new skateboard park on our much-loved Open Space, the Rye, plans are going ahead for this facility to be in a more appropriate position close to the Sainsbury development.  But we know there are still some councillors who have designs on the Rye, and the situation needs to be watched constantly.

We are pleased to have been invited to participate in the District Council’s new “Customer Service Committee” although we remain sceptical about their intention to integrate their planning enquiry desk with the new Customer Service Centre, which threatens to make enquirers look at applications on-screen rather than on paper.  We suspect this is part of a wider tendency in local government to make people talk to customer advisers rather than to officers who really know what they’re talking about!  (There have been somewhat similar changes at our local library.)

Our Development Control Committee has shown commendable backbone of late – on some matters, at least.  After we sympathised in a Newsletter Editorial with their predicament over a recent infill application where their freedom of manoeuvre had been constrained by earlier inspectors’ decisions, we were delighted that at a subsequent meeting, they decided to refuse no fewer than three applications where similar arguments might have been used – two of them agreeing with officers’ recommendations to refuse, and one of them being against the recommendation.  We await the inevitable appeals with interest and admiration! A less satisfactory case concerned an application for a new mosque east of the town centre.  It was odd that after a debate in which many councillors raised strong doubts about the car parking problems, the application was voted through.

We have been encouraged by consultation with us by St John’s Partnership (now part of Berkeley Homes) over a huge new mixed-use development east of the Rye on the old sewage works site.  Maximum heights have been reduced, and the use of the two river corridors through the site for wildlife and human appreciation is very constructive.

In May we enjoyed an excellent talk by our local county and district councillor, Mike Appleyard, on the work of SEERA, which convinced some of us, at least, of the need for such a body, even though it is not directly elected, to make representations to the Government.  And in June we enjoyed another “Quality Counts!” tour to view recent developments in the area – of rather variable quality, we have to say!  Both these are written up thoroughly in our Autumn Newsletter – anyone wanting an email copy should let Chris Woodman know.  (We don’t post them on our website until they’re 6 months old!)

Hitcham and Taplow

The Society has some concern over the control of new house building. In South Bucks there are over 800 planning permissions not yet implemented, but applications continue to flow in. Consideration needs to be given in preparing the LDF policies on providing tighter control over the house building programme to ensure an orderly provision of new homes.
Hitchin

Although broadly supporting the use of brownfield sites in the town centre for residential purposes, there is great concern about the number and scale of developments combining poor design with extremely high densities.  These developments consist virtually exclusively of small, two bedroom flats; one development nearing completion has a density of 109 dwellings per hectare, while a major site within the mediaeval core of Hitchin is subject to a planning application for 178 dwellings per hectare.  We believe that developments on this scale are incompatible with both the character of Hitchin, and the need for varied and high quality residential accommodation.  Although strongly opposed, we are concerned that the momentum behind such developments is virtually unstoppable.  

Now that almost every former industrial and car-sales site in the town centre has been committed, the attention of the developers is switching to Hitchin’s rich heritage of Victorian buildings. In an area developed after the coming of the railway, a number of important and distinctive buildings are now under threat of demolition, including part of an outstanding and possibly unique social and educational complex.  These form part of Hitchin’s historical and architectural legacy, but are not listed, nor are they within a conservation area. Every effort now needs to be made to prevent the loss of these irreplaceable buildings. At the meeting it was suggested that contact be made with the Victorian Society. 

Marlow

With the sad death of Anthony Wethered, the Marlow Society lost a president who was dedicated to the well-being of our town and was a very, strong link with ANTAS. We are therefore delighted that Diana Wethered has accepted the post as Vice-President of ANTAS. Our Society has been fortunate to have Sir Keith Stuart accept its invitation to become its President. Sir Keith has wide experience in the management of both public and private organisations and his advice and leadership will be of great value.

Marlow still awaits the outcome of the latest planning application by Waitrose to develop a large (25000 sq ft) food superstore in its town centre. This is a complex planning issue in the town involving environmental and social issues which has been subject to considerable local opposition. This has led to a protracted planning process. The latest information the Society has is that a special Development Control Committee will be convened in Marlow in January 2007 when the application will be determined

Other major planning applications for the development of an estate of 50 houses and a football stadium on the Green Belt which surrounds Marlow and 50 houses on the town’s football ground have been convincingly turned down with unanimous votes for refusal by planning committee members. The Society is encouraged that Wycombe District Council is following Local Plan policies which specifically protect the town’s green spaces and Green Belt from unsuitable development.

Two recent examples of Permitted Development in environmentally sensitive locations (Green Belt and on the banks of the River Thames) have brought to light what appears to be a serious weakness in this area of planning law. Unless land is within a Conservation Area, AONB or specifically designated sites it is not protected from what could be inappropriate development. If the land is on a slope then two storey structures of a large size can be built with no need for planning permission. We are seeking legal clarification on this matter.

Our involvement with the Chiltern Society and the River Thames Society in lobbying for improvements in the SE Plan has resulted in all three organisations being invited to participate in the Examination in Public (EiP) - in different sessions to ANTAS. This has resulted in a very high added load on our Planning Group as there are also several major local applications and two Local Development Framework Core Strategy documents being finalised. We hope to collaborate with other participating organisations, including members of ANTAS, and welcome any comments or help that others can provide. The first deadline for written submissions is December 1st 2006.

Oxford

The Society has several concerns:
The planning system is under considerable pressure to meet targets on determination of applications, whilst at the same time there are an increasing number of appeals taking up officer time.

Residents parking schemes are having a damaging effect on the social life of areas, suggesting that there is a need to rethink the structure of parking controls.

The City Council has approved a £300m shopping centre which is too big. The Society feels guilty that it was not sufficiently active at the early strategic stage. The development will introduce additional transport problems for the area.

The threshold for the provision of affordable housing, more than ten units on a site or a site greater than 0.25 hectares, will encourage building on small sites or in small packages, and the conversion of larger houses into flats.     
Potters Bar

Regrettably, although we won two of the three appeals against the redevelopment of four adjacent bungalows in a residential area, we lost the third to build 18 flats in four blocks at a density of 49 units/ha.  In the other long running saga to replace a former care home previously owned by LB Haringey but which had been sold on for redevelopment, planning permission was eventually granted separately for an 89 bed care home and, on appeal, for 38 flats.  It now appears that the developer is hoping to achieve a mix of the two but no application has yet been lodged.

The Society has however made progress in its campaign to limit the operation of a waste transfer station sited just over the border in Welwyn Hatfield District which began in the 1960s as a cottage industry collecting waste paper but which has grown over the years, largely without formal planning permission.  Whilst denying that any intensification has taken place and not applying for a Certificate of Lawful Use, the firm has so far succeeded in fending off enforcement by Herts CC by applying to upgrade to a Materials Recycling Facility and regularise its currently unrestricted hours of operation, number of vehicle movements and types of waste recycled.  However there are signs that even the firm’s previous friends in Welwyn Hatfield Council and Herts. CC are responding to people power and there are hopes that the application will be refused by Herts. Development Control Committee next week.  Even so that would not be the end of the matter as the firm are likely to appeal so the application is expected to take at least another year to resolve.

Over the years, Potters Bar has had a succession of cottage hospitals serving the town.  The advent of the National Health Service saw control pass from the town until, eventually in the mid 1990s, Tesco bought the central site of the last from West Herts Hospital Board to build a superstore in exchange for erecting a new but smaller hospital on the outskirts which has lately operated under the aegis of the Hertsmere PCT.  However, the Trust built up a large deficit and proposed to cut back on services as part of its financial recovery plan.  As a result and despite protests at a ridiculously short thirty day consultation period, the hospital has now closed one of its three wards to accommodate staff from the local health centre whilst its former chairman has proceeded to run one of the two new county wide PCTs.

In the 1970s the Society ran a successful campaign to prevent Wrotham Park Estates (WPE) building on green belt land to the south of the town.  Thirty years on, a variation of the plan has been resurrected.  This time WPE proposes to build on 14 ha between the M25 and Dancer’s Hill Road (60% of which is claimed to be brown field land), the carrot being that there would be access to 52 ha of new public open space with a further 16 ha devoted to a plantation and a village green.  We understand that the members of the local Hertsmere BC planning committee were given a private briefing by WPE last November but no one is saying anything although the plans are now out in the open.  The Barnet Society and the Hadley Wood Association have both indicated their concerns to us so it is likely we will all join forces to oppose the development.

Radlett

Being tightly constrained by a ‘360 degree’ Green Belt boundary, Radlett’s development is almost exclusively brownfield development. We receive many applications involving demolition of a modest house or bungalow, to be replaced by 5 or 6 bedroom ‘starter palaces’. In cases where we have reported over-development or loss of bungalows we have been largely supported by Councillors. At our annual liaison meeting with our Borough Councillors we raised the issue of poorly-drawn plans where vital dimensions are missing, e.g. ridge heights, distances from boundaries and out-of-date block plans. We find that much time and effort is wasted in receiving, studying and returning these plans. Councillors agreed to speak to officers, but we feel that the training and calibre of planning department staff and the need to process applications within a given period has led to the present situation.
Our minds are currently focussed on an enormous Green Belt development proposal on the former Radlett Aerodrome just outside our borders, in St.Albans. It’s the Helioslough proposed Strategic Rail Freight Interchange [SRFI]. Outline permission is sought for 330,000 sq.m. with a maximum height of 20 metres together with associated road, rail and other infrastructure works including parking for up to 1665 cars and 617 lorries with earth mounding, tree planting and a new Park Street / Frogmore relief road. It includes additional landscape public access to open land and community forest. The overall proposals involve some 419 hectares! There are 14 major breaches of Policy listed in the officers’ report on St.Albans DC web-site! The proposals demand our attention particularly because of its huge potential impact on Green Belt and local infrastructure. Radlett Society Committee members have attended public meetings in Park Street and have distributed publicity at the Radlett Fair to raise awareness of the campaign. Basically, we believe it’s an inappropriate place for such a development, being in the Green Belt and there are equally good arguments against it on grounds of increased traffic on A414, environment, pollution, air quality and noise. Lastly, there are fundamental questions as to the strategic necessity of the terminal and, in any event, there’s no guarantee that the property developers can ever ensure their claim of transferring more freight from road to rail will ever be fulfilled. We anticipate a full-blown Public Inquiry in the near future, with the Government, no doubt, having the final say! We will continue to support the local action group www.STRIFE.biz and oppose the proposals by whatever means we have available.
To conclude, can anyone present email us a copy of the High Court ruling in the ‘plotlands’ case at Lodge Lane, Chalfont St.Peter? Following this judgement, it has been reported that Property Spy has pre-empted legal action by removing stakes that were blighting land in Lower Luton Road, between Harpenden and Wheathampsted.

Wendover

The Society understood that outline planning permission for the Princess Mary’s Hospital site has been granted to Grimleys, agents for the MOD, for in excess of 400 dwellings subject to agreement concerning the detail of the site’s layout, maximum number of dwellings, the provision of on-site employment opportunities and the required level of  Developer Contributions. However, the Society now understands that the MOD wishes to retain the former nurses home, which had originally been included in the 10 hectare development site, for conversion into an officers mess.  It is also understood that the RAF wish to keep the entire site within their security boundary!  Wendover Society has also learnt that where existing Ministry of Defence housing on the edge of Halton has been sold to private developers, ownership of the road network has been retained.  The situation is becoming very confused and AVDC’s Development Control department seem unable to provide definitive answers. 

The Station Commander revealed to members of the Society in a recent presentation about the work of RAF Halton that the camp was one of a number of establishments from which a short list would be drawn up for consideration for closure.

A bequest from a former President Sir Thomas Barlow RN was matched by the Society’s current President Bryan Smith CBE to establish an award known as the Presidents’ Prize which to be offered periodically as the Executive Committee of the Society thinks fit for contributions to the town’s built or natural environment. The award of a handsome piece of engraved crystal and a cheque for £500 to cover additional plantings, was made to Wendover Parish Council in the first instance, for its work to restore Hampden Pond and create a wildlife environment on its margins.

The Society has or is about to lose all save one of its officers.  It has or it will, at the AGM early next year, lose most of its committee members and those that might be available for re-election are very long serving.  Unless a significant number of new younger volunteers come forward from an ageing membership by the time of the AGM, the Society could collapse.

13. Next Meeting

It is hoped to hold the Spring meeting in Potters Bar, The date and venue will be confirmed when known.






