Minutes of the ANTAS AGM, held at the Christ Church, 

Marlow on Saturday 24th October 2009
PRESENT:  Dr Peter Diplock, President, Mrs Diana Wethered, Vice-President, Mr Martin Brooks, Chairman, Mr John Davies, Vice Chairman, Mr Andrew Sangster, Hon. Secretary, Mr Alastair Maclean, Hon.Treasurer, Newsletter Editor, Dr Chris Woodman (Web Master), Mrs Merrin Molesworth (Newsletter Editor), Mr Tony Fooks, Committee member, together with representatives of the Amersham, Aylesbury, Buckingham, Buntingford, Chesham, Chiltern, Harpenden, Hertford, High Wycombe, Hitcham and Taplow, Hitchin, Marlow, Oxford, Potters Bar and Welwyn Garden City Societies. 
1. Welcome 

On behalf of the Marlow Society its Chairman, Ron Waters, welcomed members to the meeting with the following address:

‘Marlow is an attractive and popular riverside town where many people come to enjoy riverside leisure, our many pubs and restaurants or just to visit a town which retains much of its Georgian, Victorian and Edwardian characteristics and indeed its medieval 

‘burger plot’ layout. Marlow has many listed buildings, mostly within our Conservation Area , perhaps the most notable being our suspension bridge (a Grade I listed Structure, the preservation of which is the ‘raison d’etre’ for the creation of the Marlow Society.

In 1957 our bridge was 125 years old and concern was being expressed for its safety after tales had been told of damage caused by heavy tanks crossing it during the war and its subsequent use by heavy vehicles. The weight limit was reduced from 5 tons to 2 tons and a strong lobby in both Berkshire and Buckinhamshire County Councils argued for and proposed its demolition and replacement with a larger two or even a  four  lane   bridge.  This generated alarm in many Marlow citizens who formed the Marlow Bridge Preservation Society which later developed into the Marlow Society. After a long, hard fought campaign,  this group won the argument for the existing bridge to be strengthened, properly maintained and preserved.

The bridge has now developed an international reputation as it was designed and built byTierney Clarke in 1832 who went on to design and build the chain bridge joining Buda and Pest. This has developed a strong link with Budapest with which we have become twinned  civically, culturally and  socially, our Society being closely associated closely with the TABAN (not to be confused with the Taliban) Society of Budapest.

The Marlow Society is very active within its area of benefit. It has a very busy History Group and we see our task as preserving the character and attractiveness of our town researching, recording, publishing and sharing its history. 

2. Apologies for absence

The Vice-President Ian Morgan, Newsletter Editor Merrin Molesworth, East of England Association of Civic Societies, and Beaconsfield, Berkhamsted, Bishop’s Stortford, Radlett, St Albans and Wendover Societies, and the Welwyn Planning Group.  

3. Minutes of the 14th Annual General Meeting - 2008
Minutes of the Annual General Meeting held on 18th October 2007 at Hertford were approved by the meeting and signed by the Chairman.

4. Matters arising

There were no matters arising.

5. Chairman’s report

The Chairman presented the following report to the meeting:

My chairman’s report is an easy task as with such an able committee and Andrew in particular as secretary as I think you and I are kept very well informed during the course of the year. Most of the key issues to which I will briefly refer are to be covered elsewhere in the meeting in particular an update on the Civic Society initiative from Tony Fooks where we will need to take soundings on thereafter from you to see if there should be a settled ANTAS position and response. Also a briefing from Ed Grimsdale from the Buckingham Society and Chris Woodman which is going to take you through a unsatisfactory tale of how the status of a Local Development Framework (LDF) can lead to a controversial housing development being approved by a Local Planning Authority in this case Aylesbury Vale and what lessons we might learn from it

Otherwise, after our Treasurer’s report from Alastair, I hope you will agree that the limousine of ANTAS manages to be run on little more than the smell of an oily rag thanks to Alastair’s  amazing financial stewardship and Chris and Merrin’s ability to run our communications activities with web and newsletter on almost nothing as well. I think there is a question about future subscription levels as a result of catering costs for our meetings, a greater localism agenda perhaps and with whatever happens to the Civic Societies Initiative. So not this year, if you are satisfied with what we do on your behalf,  but next year we may need to think about subscriptions levels which I hope you and your own societies agree are therefore fantastic value at £15 a pop.

What I did want to do was reflect rather more looking forward and clearly the Civic Society initiative is part of that. Today we are living on the cusp of one of those key inflexion points in public policy, prosperity and the public realm which impacts on place shaping of the built environment. A structural public sector deficit , Local Government Reorganisation (LGR) in parts of England and a prolonged recession- the worst perhaps now in our lifetimes, together with a change in the political landscape whoever wins and possibly in whatever combination at the coming General Election means change is afoot from the comfortable regime we have known since at least 1992. The political parties have all been somewhat coy about what this means in public policy as one senses they have all lagged in the reaction to economic circumstances that have turned our so severe. The Conservatives talk about returning planning to the Local Authority control without spelling out this in much detail and of abolishing the Regional Development Agencies (RDAs),. as do the Liberal Democrats. The Labour Government has just cut the RDA budgets by 20% and have even started messing around with the HCA budgets and activities as well,  so soon after it has been brought into existence, which does not auger well for social housing needs.

So change is afoot but we don’t know what in details. What we do know is that it is not going to be pretty- 20% plus cuts across large parts of the public arena over the next two to three years perhaps, a subdued economy and business and increased taxation. So if we thought there were resource constraints recently, particularly when population projections are still seen to be rising, it is likely to be far more so in the future. Many organisations like the one I chair elsewhere have a motto which goes on the lines of “Don’t spend, think and innovate,” and that I would suggest is the approach to maintaining and advancing in a sympathetic and sustainable way our built and rural environment in this lovely part of England. We need to engage with both the public and private sector to ensure this happens in the right way.

Your committee has been doing its bit and the highlight of this was Andrew Sangster appearing before a Parliamentary Select Committee on PPS4 and 6 as well as  our papers and responses on other public policy matters, following consultation with our 21 member societies. I would like Andrew to brief you more on this and any other matters. Thank you.”
6. Treasurers Report
Alastair Maclean, the Hon. Treasurer, reported that the accounts (see attachment to the minutes) for the fourteen month period to 31st August showed a small surplus thanks mainly to the Hertford Society’s hosting last year’s AGM at no cost to ANTAS.

Subscription income was the same as last year with 21 societies continuing in membership.  Other headings were broadly similar other than the charge for printing the Newsletter which was back to normal after last year’s aberration when we were charged for colour in one issue. Costs resulting from our excellent website appeared for the first time after it was discovered that our webmaster, Dr Chris Woodman, was paying for this out of his own pocket.  He had been reimbursed for the last two years but he had insisted on waiving previous expenditure for which he was thanked.

Following the change in the end of the financial year there were no accruals or prepayments. However, as we post newsletters to various organisations, we purchased 600 second class stamps in advance of a price rise in April to give a far better rate of return than our building society account, the interest from which had fallen as a result of lower rates.  These had been valued at cost to give total assets at the financial year end of £366.22. Finally, Alastair thanked Jane Clark for examining the accounts and for agreeing to continue if re-appointed.

Adoption of the accounts and the proposal to leave the annual subscription unchanged was approved by the meeting following proposal by David Peevers, seconded by David Carter.

7. Election of Officers        
The President, Peter Diplock, took the chair for this part of the meeting. He thanked the Committee for its work in the past year. The following were proposed for the officer posts by Keith Robinson, Aylesbury Civic Society, and seconded by Derek Cooper, Buntingford Civic Society. As there were no other nominations they were then elected en bloc unanimously:



Chairman


Martin Brooks


Vice-Chairman

John Davies

Hon. Secretary


Andrew Sangster

Hon. Treasurer

Alistair Maclean
8. Election of the Executive Committee

Chris Woodman, Merrin Molesworth and Tony Fooks offered themselves for re-election. All were proposed by Keith Robinson, Aylesbury Civic Society, and seconded by Derek Cooper, Buntingford Civic Society. As there were no other nominations they were elected unopposed.
9. Confirmation of President and Vice-Presidents
At this point the Chairman took over and put to the meeting the proposal that the present President and Vice-Presidents be reconfirmed in their roles. This was carried unanimously.
10. Reappointment of the Examiner of the Accounts

The meeting approved the appointment of  Jane Clark to examine the annual accounts.
11. Reports from the Regional Associations

South-East England

Tony Fooks reported on the successful first year in the reconstitution of the Association, which has 108 member societies. In particular there is growing strength in a number of sub-regional groups (similar to ANTAS) and there are moves to set up more. A well-attended regional meeting was held in Guildford in September. The Association is aiming to work with the civil Servants in Whitehall, rather than MPs, as the best means of influencing government. The Chairman recorded the appreciation of the meeting for the work done by Tony Fooks (supported by Tony Molesworth) as Chairman of  CTSE.  

East of England
Derek Cooper reported on the recent AGM held in Kings Lynn. There was concern that some counties, Bedfordshire and Norfolk, were not represented, particularly as Tony Burton gave a presentation on the Civic Societies Initiative. The Association is financially secure but considers that its role is not clear pending the outcome of the Civic Societies Initiative. Following the formal meeting there was a talk on a proposal to build a barrier across The Wash. It would generate power to the equivalent of two nuclear Power Stations, but at the cost of leaving Ely as an island and 25% of the arable land in the area being flooded. The RSPB view is that The wash is the most important areas in the world for protecting the migration of seabirds. However, there was support for the proposal at an earlier joint EECS/RSA meeting. 
12. Reports on the Regional Spatial Strategies
East of England Plan:
The Hon. Secretary reported that the Association had responded on behalf of its members in Hertfordshire to the consultation, forming part of the Year 1 review process, on four options for meeting housing targets set by central government. It had rejected all four, urging a strategy of linking housing provision to new employment and availability of adequate infrastructure. The letter will be posted on the website.
South East England Plan:
The Plan received government approval in August but the process for its first review is at present unknown.
13. Other Planning Matters
The Hon. Secretary reported on his appearance before the Select Committee considering the draft revision of PPS4/6 planning guidance on town-centres; an account will be published in the Newsletter. The Committee has recently published its report with the two main recommendations being retention of the ‘need’ test and the provision of adequate funding of the additional workload on Local Planning Authorities, both highlighted in the Association’s submissions. John Davies and Chris Woodman were thanked for their contributions to the development of the Association’s position.  
12. 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. 
Amersham
The Amersham Society continues with a robust membership which goes above below the 490 mark, but never quite reaches 500. We have welcomed a new committee member John Suckling who we will introduce to the members at our own AGM next week on Wednesday 28th October at the Old Amersham Market Hall at 7.30 pm. We continue to offer a wide range of lectures and outings and this year will be the principle organiser of the Old Amersham Christmas Lights, Opening Ceremony and Late Night Shopping which will be held from 7 pm on Friday the 4th December, where there will be choirs, entertainment and charity stalls to complement the many shops that will stay open that evening-all are very welcome to Old Amersham for the evening, which always provides the right atmosphere for such an event. 

Planning applications have been subdued as one would expect in the current economic climate. 

There has been a little creep in applications for licensing extensions in the Old Town by hotels which does not appear to accord with the “Special Saturation Policy” accorded to the Old Town under the 2003 Licensing Act. This has come as a surprise as we believed the pattern had been set for 10 years.

There are two key issues that the Society is currently involved in:

1. Parking.

The proposals for a comprehensive residents and area parking scheme for Old Amersham have been delayed now Bucks County Council have taken over principle responsibility for this from Chiltern District Council. This is pending further surveys and public consultation. The proposals so far have been divisive, strongly opposed by the local business association, the local Conservative party and some residents while other residents have favoured them. The Conservative majority at Chiltern District Council had originally endorsed the proposals despite opposition from their local and the County Council member.  The Society has adopted a facilitating stance while not taking a position as such. We await further proposals.
2. The Chiltern Local Development Framework- Draft Core Strategy for Chiltern District.

The Chiltern LDF while reporting many desirable objectives appears to be particularly weak on how it proposes meeting the SE plan target of 2,900 new homes equivalent to 8% of the existing housing stock. The population is expected to be relatively static in this period with further moves towards single occupancy due social and life expectancy trends. While this will have relatively little impact on Old Amersham, what is proposed for the Old Town is largely “in fill” to provide 70 plus homes in the garden space between First Avenue and London Road West- relatively modest family home with only reasonable gardens. We consider this unlikely and unrealistic and wonder why it has been proposed at all.”

Aylesbury
The summer has been very quiet in Aylesbury with very few major planning applications

An application for a small ASDA near Stoke Mandeville Hospital was withdrawn following local protests but we are assured that it will be back before Christmas. An application for 3150 dwellings on the outskirts of Aylesbury at Fleet Marston was also withdrawn after public outrage. This scheme was not part of the LDF and we backed the District Council in opposing it. Expected planning applications for a new Waitrose and the new Hale Leys shopping centre extension have not materialised and we understand that due to the economic climate Warner Estates will not be going ahead with either for the time being. Our contacts in the District Council, however, have told us that John Lewis are secretly negotiating to go it alone with their planned store near the canal area. The Society has contacted Primark inviting them to come into the town, and they have not dismissed the idea. In the meantime Peacocks will be opening in the former Woolworths store in Friars Square shopping centre. A strong rumour has being going around the town that Tescos want to open their fifth store in the town, near Marks & Spencer. The Society will oppose this if necessary.

The new 1400 seat Waterside theatre progresses at pace and the executive committee have enjoyed tours of the site. This will be a great addition to the town and will rival Milton Keynes theatre and will be larger and more versatile than neighbouring theatres in Dunstable and Oxford. The Society have lobbied companies like Wetherspoons to open premises near the theatre so increasing the evening eating offer. One suggested building is the former Bucks Constabulary HQ in Exchange Street. Built  in 1935 but now redundant the Society has applied for listed status to this important building. So far we have not heard anything from English Heritage so we don’t hold up much hope.

Bishop’s Stortford Civic Federation
The last 12 months have been a period of marking time on developments affecting Bishop's Stortford.

Stansted Airport 

The legal process of challenging Stansted Airport’s permission to expand to 35 million passengers per annum (mppa) has now been exhausted and the permission remains in place. However, passenger numbers have fallen faster here than at the other London airports (to around 20 mppa), and it is likely to be many years before demand reaches this ceiling. The public inquiry into BAA’s application to build a second runway at the airport has been put on hold, pending the outcome of BAA’s appeal against the Competition Commission’s ruling that it should sell off Stansted Airport. The appeal is due to be heard on 19 October. In the event of a change of government following the election, both the Conservatives and Lib Dems have said that they will not sanction a second runway.

Separately, National Air Traffic Services (NATS) has been consulting on proposals to alter flight paths and holding patterns for the whole of the North London Terminal Area. One of the changes would have brought the busiest take off path from Stansted Airport closer to Bishop's Stortford and the Civic Federation objected. NATS are now reconsidering this and several other aspects of their proposals, and the results of the review are still awaited. Should a third runway at Heathrow not proceed, one of the main reasons for altering the status quo would disappear.

Schools Relocation

The Civic Federation’s campaign against proposals by two foundation secondary schools to move from their existing sites to a single campus on an undeveloped Green Belt site on the edge of town was successful. Planning Officers at EHDC recommended refusal of all the applications associated with the development and as a result the applications were withdrawn before they could be considered by the Development Control Committee. Since then the shortage of school places has got worse and there have been ominous rumours that the plans will be resubmitted, but as yet nothing has seen the light of day. We are confident that a new application would be no more defensible than the plans that were withdrawn.

Town Centre Development

Over the last ten years East Herts District Council has sanctioned developments on brown field sites of really poor quality, some of them on land in its ownership. They have now sprung on the public and tried to steamroller through a plan to relocate most of their Bishop's Stortford staff to Hertford, leaving only a token presence in Bishop's Stortford, the largest town in the district. The claim that it will save money appears to be erroneous, and the reported intention to build another shopping centre and multi storey car park on the site of the offices, if not prevented, will assist in the destruction of the character of the town and its transformation into a new Slough. We intend to fight this every step of the way.    

Buntingford 
Proposed London Road Development

The following is the text of a short presentation given at the meeting of the East Herts Development Control Committee on 23rd September 2009.  Unfortunately, the Committee still gave the go ahead to the Barratt application.

Good evening. I’m Bob Jackson representing the Buntingford Civic Society and some local residents. The issue with this planning application is solely the nature of the development proposed. 

The planning officer’s report contains several phrases indicating that the pressure to build more affordable homes in East Herts is being used by the developer to allow a more liberal interpretation of local policies and planning documents than would normally be the case.  For example, 

· Para 3.11 says that the need for affordable housing is so great that the council should accept that it be located in one area of the site rather than distributed as recommended in the Council’s own SPD on Affordable Housing.  Para 7.12 indicates that the developer has put pressure on by saying that he will not develop the site in the present climate if affordable housing is to be distributed.  Is this committee going to cave in to pressure from the developer who understandably wishes to maximize his return?  The statement in the same section that ‘the proposed ‘one location’ development fits in  with the neighbourhood overall’ is certainly quite untrue

· Policies BUN2 and BUN3 require the retention of as many mature trees as possible, yet para 7.18 tells us that, at the Fairfield end of the site, 27 trees covered by a tree preservation order are to be removed because the applicant has commented that these trees must be taken out to allow his scheme to be delivered.  Removal of these trees and placing some of the buildings so close to the boundary with Fairfield results in a most adverse impact that could be avoided by a more sympathetic layout with slightly lower housing density.

· The Council’s Landscaping Officer considers that the housing designs fall short of levels that should be expected and recommends refusal.

In short, this is an unsatisfactory development which the developer is trying to push through on the basis that affordable housing needs will outweigh the principles of good design and that planning guidelines and policies can be bent to achieve this. I recommend that the present application be refused on the grounds that it does not meet the requirements of ENV1, BUN2 and BUN3. There are reports from within the Civic Society network that this developer has not always complied with all aspects of planning agreements. If the Committee does decide to approve this planning application, we recommend that it should require the developer to lodge a performance bond which would not be released until the district council was satisfied that all conditions and obligations had been met. Are the committee members convinced that they will look back on the proposed development in 10 years time and be proud of what has been achieved?

Chesham
In our report to the spring meeting we referred to our concern about the lack of monitoring by Chiltern District Council (CDC) of the implementation of conditions in planning permissions.  In subsequent correspondence, the Director of CDC denied that the Council relied solely on reporting by third parties and confirmed they have a team which undertakes spot checks on conditions and identifies breaches of planning control.  She also pointed out that the Enforcement Team was alerted to breaches by other members of staff, including building control surveyors.  She also acknowledged the contribution by vigilant members of the public.  

While we continue to have concerns, the Director of CDC offered to hold a seminar on “Planning Conditions and their Enforcement” to be presented by the Head of Planning Services and Principal Planning Officer to which amenity societies would be invited, together with Town, Parish and District Councillors.  We believe this may be of interest to other ANTAS members.

The Society continues to hold monthly meetings to which speakers are invited.  Last month, we held our annual members meeting, which gives members an opportunity to raise their own concerns.  Of particular concern was a planning application for a gaming centre with 23 slot machines in the centre of town.  We would like to know whether there have been similar applications in other towns in the ANTAS region and if they were successfully opposed on planning criteria.
Harpenden

Future Proposed Housing for Harpenden

In July, St Albans District Council issued a planning consultation document on its Emerging Core Strategy – a Local Development Framework to 2031 – proposing that green belt in north Harpenden should be released for housing with a development of 300 houses reduced from a previous figure of 700 houses.  This development directly abuts Bedfordshire which has its own proposals for some 20,000 plus houses just south of Luton, 3 miles away.  The site has been wrongly described as scrubland when it is fine agricultural land in daily farm use and letters of objection have been sent on this matter.  The Society, the Town Council, and the Harpenden Green Belt Association have set up a joint working party to plan and co-ordinate separate responses of strong opposition.  

The Town Council has sent an explanatory leaflet to every household in Harpenden re: opposition.  By the closing date, 2,040 replies from residents opposing were received from 12,000 households, a response rate of over 16%, an amazingly high proportion.  Only 4 were in favour.  The Society and the Association engaged the services of a professional planning consultant, independent to the Town Council, to reflect the more personal views of local residents.  The outcome of the consultation process will not reported by SADC until Spring 2010
Harpenden Town Centre – Unauthorised Street Furniture, etc
Over the past 18 months there has been a noticeable increase on the streets and footpaths in the Town Centre of unauthorised street furniture, ‘A’ Boards and signs including tables and chairs outside restaurants and cafes which seem to be worsening by the month as owners/proprietors of premises and shops compete for business in these difficult economic times.  In so doing, pedestrians safety is placed at greater risk particularly in the case of young mothers with push chairs and the disabled in wheelchairs, some times with them having to enter the roadway in an effort to avoid pavement obstacles which automatically narrow and reduce pavement width.

In reply to correspondence, the Chief Executive for SADC has explained that ‘A’ Boards formerly the responsibility of the County Council will now transfer to the District Council.  In the case of furniture/seats to cafes/restaurants on public footways (not part of private property), new powers are being introduced in the form of an annual licence administered and enforced by the Licensing Section which, to date, has no experience of governing footpaths and obstructions thereof.  I have checked to ensure that the SADC does have the necessary legal powers to properly introduce which it does.  However, there is an obvious conflict since some powers of enforcement still apply to the Planning Department which retains past planning decisions relating to footpaths and their usage.  Furthermore, what has changed that this power needs to be introduced and if there are problems, how will licensing satisfactorily resolve them other than to create increased revenue.  This may be coming to your town soon!  

Gypsies and Travellers  

Finally, there is no further update at present on gypsies and travellers.  

Hertford
Battle of the Supermarkets

· Tesco appealed after planning permission refused for redevelopment of their existing store to create a 5 storey store/car park and 54 housing units + Sainsbury’s application called in by Secretary of State (after Cllrs approved against officer advice) under the Shopping Regulations 1992

· Joint public inquiry established

· Tesco withdrew appeal and submitted application in August for expansion of retail area into existing ‘back of store’ area, with small extension, to address overtrading – small area in extension designated for comparison goods, but significantly no limit identified for comparison goods area within existing store area.

· Sainsbury inquiry in last week of September. Civic Society (with no legal representation) and County Council (objecting on traffic grounds) v. Sainsbury and District Council. Civic Society opposed on grounds of need/impact on town centre retail, impact on alternative modes of transport and on design and Conservation area considerations. Tesco opposed in writing but withdrew representation at the inquiry. Decision expected before year-end.

· Meanwhile Tesco application will be considered by Development Control Committee in November. How will the Inspector take account of any approval?

· Lessons learnt:-

· Rule 6 status (major party) necessary if you want to cross-examine the opposition 

· Need to field own ‘expert witnesses’, on chosen areas of opposition, who will be cross-examined and can then be re-examined by own side

· Bureaucratic process requiring production of many documents to timetable set by the Inspector

· Large numbers of documents to be circulated to interested parties both electronically and in hard copy

· Need for working group to review/discuss developments as they happen and to provide support to the lead throughout inquiry

· Be prepared for a ‘snowstorm’ of rebuttals if opposing major organisation

· Be prepared for a treadmill once the process starts    

Hitchan and Taplow

Heritage Day

On the 4th of July Taplow held a Heritage day exhibition at the Village Centre. The impetus for the event was the desire by a group of more recent and younger residents to investigate and record some of the social history of Taplow while the older generation were still around. Leading up to the day there was a Heritage week in which children from St Nicolas school participated in visits and talks about the village, its buildings, its history and its present and former people The children then produced two murals which were displayed at the Heritage Day exhibition on July 4th. On the day itself the exhibits encompassed history, buildings, people and achievements of many of Taplow’s former residents and visitors, from the King of Siam to the Beatles and included Taplow’s military, media, literary and political connections. Taplow local artists, ranging from professional to amateur mounted an exhibition of their works. The whole programme was an outstanding success and it is hoped to repeat and augment it in the future.

Mill Lane development

In 2006 Taplow Paper Mill closed and the site including the closed Skindles hotel and a large area of undeveloped land was sold to developers. The site is all in the Green Belt and the floodplain. Locally almost everyone agrees that some sensitive redevelopment is desirable but, unsurprisingly, the developers came up with a scheme for an excessive over-development of the area. A 150 bed hotel, 6 storey blocks of flats etc.  The scheme was slated by most of the statutory consultees and the Planning Officer’s report recommended refusal in robust terms. Just before the date of the Planning Committee the Application was withdrawn. We wait to see what will happen next. One good thing to come out of the exercise is that clear guidelines now exist as to the scale and nature of development that is unacceptable, which therefore provides guidance to future applicants on what might realistically be achieved on the site.

Green Belt and the Local Development Framework

The Local Development framework process grinds on at snails pace and a Core Strategy consultation document was put out in the spring of this year. Most of the document appeared to be reasonable but there are two areas of concern for us. Taplow is located entirely in the Green Belt and the bulk of its existing development lies in two Conservation Areas, the remainder forms a very narrow neck of predominantly un-developed land between Slough and Maidenhead. Exactly what Green Belts are in existence to protect.

The first concern is that because the strategic planning process demands the identification of sufficient land for more housing over and above the agreed District rate per annum, Council’s  are being forced to identify very large areas of Green Belt on which housing might be built sometime in the next 20 or so years. The implications for the erosion of the Green Belt and also the failure to address the need for more infrastructure in support of the additional dwellings is very worrying.

The second concern is of more local interest and is related to the proposal in the South Bucks Core Strategy to permit infilling in all villages, including Conservation Areas, in the District. We feel very strongly that this is a severe threat to the preservation of the character of our Conservation Areas and the very reason that they have been designated.

Approaching 50 years

The Hitcham and Taplow Society will be 50 years old next year and is still well supported by our 200 members. We will be publishing a special edition of our Spring Newsletter to celebrate its achievements over the years and to look to the future for another 50 years. The summer Village Green Party has been held for the last 27 years and was once again a great success. We look forward to next year.

High Wycombe
Much of our work is still focusing on the development of the Town Centre.  Some of it is just fire-fighting, like responding to a letter last week in the Bucks Free Press saying, “What has the High Wycombe Society ever done for us”.  The answer was actually longer than the list offered in respect of the imperial Romans in Life of Brian, and the Editor decided he preferred to indulge his usual concern with a load of letters from climate change sceptics!  For the future, the Council has promised to remove the flyover called Abbey Way which severs our town, dividing the historic old town from the new Eden development, but we still await clarity as to “When?”.  We get mixed messages, some saying “money has been allocated” and others saying, “Oh, it’s ‘aspirational’!”  Meanwhile, the County Council, as transport authority, has decided to spend money on plugging the leaks from the Abbey Way flyover into the shops below (and could this be the same money as was meant to be for paying for the flyover’s removal?).  There seems to be a lack of joined-up thinking somewhere!

And in this uncertainty, there are secondary issues – like, if one wants to build a budget hotel, overlooking the public open space which will supersede Abbey Way, should the design be optimised for its current situation, or for its future situation?  No matter, it was a horrible design, anyway, we said so loud and clear to the Planning Committee, most of whom seemed to agree with us, and then voted for it!

As for the future – we’re in a state of limbo: our Core Document was adopted a year ago, and in the summer the Council consulted, with admirable thoroughness, on the Site Allocations Document: we now await the “final consultation draft”.

Two areas of planning practice now exercise us.  Earlier this year the Council’s Planning Committee decided, following a “peer review”, on a 6-month “trial period” during which the criteria for cases to be delegated to planning officers got widened, and the hoops that ward councillors have to jump through to insist that such a case was brought to the Planning Committee were made more difficult.  This means fewer opportunities to make our pitch to the Committee.  It also means that deadlines for decisions are tighter, and more serious.  Decisions now tend to be formally taken immediately after the deadline for comments has passed, but, more important, we suspect that officers decide internally what is to be done well before this.  It seems that we must now get our representations in as early as possible if we are to have any impact.

Second, there’s the interesting case of “permitted development”.  A vast steel multi-storey car park is being built by Chiltern Railways next to their otherwise admirable station development, and this is being done under permitted powers which passed to all the individual railway operators on privatisation.  To avoid legal uncertainty, Chiltern applied for a Certificate of Lawfulness, and we were advised, no doubt correctly, that this has to be determined as a matter of law, and not on planning policies.  There is always a power of direction to override permitted powers, but it is not surprising that the Council decided against using that sledgehammer in this case.  Another interesting “Certificate of Lawfulness” application occurred in a residential area of the town, when someone applied to say that a garden shed had been used as 2 flats for 4 years.  The normal interval after which a Certificate of Lawfulness is granted for unauthorised development is 10 years, but regulations allow a 4-year interval where there is a change of use to a “single dwellinghouse”.  We scrutinised the regulations closely and pointed out to the Council lawyers that “two flats do not a single dwellinghouse make”, and we were pleased to note a few weeks later that the Certificate had been refused.  But we had to win that on legal arguments, not on planning arguments.

More generally, we have the impression that people rarely have the confidence to stand up to official legal advice – this particularly applies in cases of alleged “conflict of interest” where Councillors are sometimes forced to withdraw from discussion in what seem to be questionable circumstances.  Last week there was a case where an unfortunate Councillor who said he knew a site because his GP’s surgery was next door was immediately pounced upon and told he was out of order.  I imagine that many of you can tell similar stories – and of course, lawyers will always tend to play safe: it is always easiest to make most cautious decision possible, particularly if they know that no-one will ever challenge them.
Hitchin
As part of the LDF process, NHDC has engaged in another round of public consultation on land allocation proposals, mainly landowners’ and developers’ proposals for housing on green belt land around Hitchin.  We believe the council could have used its judgement on most of these, but all have been progressed for consultation including a broad swathe of countryside south and west of Hitchin, where developers are offering to build a bypass if given planning permission for housing.  The Hitchin Society has made the strongest possible objection, but the concern is that these proposals will just come back again in the next planning round to 2031.

The future of Hitchin Town Hall remains hugely controversial, with NHDC wanting to convert it to a District-wide museum.  Quite apart from arguments about the local nature of museums for very different towns, a high-profile campaign has been mounted with strong public support to keep the Town Hall as the community venue for Hitchin. The conversion is opposed by virtually all councillors representing Hitchin, and many from other parts of North Herts. A decision by NHDC’s beleaguered Cabinet is to be made on 20 October; if the decision is to convert the Town Hall (at a cost of at least £3.5m), the campaign will continue.

After years of procrastination, the council commissioned a review of the town’s Conservation Area boundaries.  The consultants, The Conservation Studio of Cirencester, have produced a remarkable document incorporating virtually all the proposals that we wished to make, and more besides. If accepted by the council, this will give protection to the important Victorian heritage of Hitchin that has become increasingly at risk following the development of most of the brownfield sites in the town.

Marlow
All sections of the Marlow Society have had their usual busy year, particularly with local history, planning and local environment issues. We have contributed to all five consultations on the Wycombe District Development Framework submitting comments on each one. We were part of the steering group formed by Wycombe District Council and chaired by Tony Fooks representing the Civic Trust(SE) which drafted  development principles by Supplementary Planning Guidance for the largest of our town centre sites ( the Riley Road site) providing for the inclusion of a moderately sized convenience food store of some 1300 square feet rather than a store proposed by Waitrose which was double this size which had been  refused planning permission. 

Allowing for a small food store on this site,  the Council, in its latest Development Framework draft document dealing with site allocations, has specified three other town centre sites which, it considers, may well accommodate another medium sized convenience food store to satisfy the most recent assessment of the town’s retail outlet capacity. The Marlow Society is not comfortable with this assessment for, if a further food store is permitted, the town might well finish up with five food stores, the new one, two Sainsburys, a Waitrose and a Marks & Spencer - these big names dominating the retail scene  

Our Society has the benefit of being a local consultee of both the district and county council   particularly on future and emerging plans. It is, therefore, with some exasperation that we find planning applications for the development of housing on our green spaces, for a football stadium on our Green Belt and for residential sites of a density and affordability in clear conflict with adopted policies being recommended for approval. These planning policies have often been agreed and adopted after long and time consuming consultation. If established policies are to be so easily set aside, future consultation, as far as the Marlow Society is concerned, will be seriously compromised.

None of these planning applications have yet been permitted, being turned down in committee, so our close liaison with our planning department has been maintained. In this respect we have made important progress in the inspection and reporting of alterations to our listed and other buildings within our Conservation Area. We have agreed with Wycombe District Council to establish a comprehensive photographic record of all listed buildings and report any changes that should have been subject to planning control. Too many of our buildings in our Conservation Area have been disfigured by hoardings, painting of the brick or stone work and changes to the fenestration. Many owners of listed building are not aware that it is a criminal offence to alter their property without planning   permission. Our Society is now appealing to its members to adopt certain areas and report any noticeable changes to buildings so that we can alert the Council’s enforcement department. 

Our new initiative is to be called ‘Conservation Area Watch’ and we hope to assist the Council which has some 62 Conservation Areas to monitor within the Wycombe District. We also consider this initiative will have direct   relevance to the emerging  PPS15 (now in consultation) which requires all planning authorities to pay greater attention to conservation and particularly to consult local opinion and local organisations. 

Following the establishment of the ‘Special Parking Area’ (SPA), we are, like most of the Wycombe District, in the midst of a review of its parking enforcement area, the vagaries of which we are trying to comprehend. Try as we may in submitting comments and asking questions we have not been able to identify any meaningful understanding of the process to establish a parking strategy for Marlow. We suspect that the promised  local consultation will be about plans already drawn , whereas we would like to be part of the decision making process. 

The Society’s Local History Group has a packed programme of talks, lectures, visits and town walks for the forthcoming year. It is continually busy with researching, recording and publishing all aspects of the history of our area .We regard our History Group as a vital part of our task which is to concern ourselves with maintaining the character and environment of our area and to research, record, share and publish its history. 

Oxford
Over the last six months Oxford Civic Society has:

· Attended hearings on the Oxford Core Strategy and made input as necessary – our feeling is that this Core Strategy exercise is taking top down planning too far.

· Run a successful ‘Streets for People’ programme of events (see press release attached) – this is something we were asked by the City Council to do.

· Launched an off shoot of OxClean – a River and Canal tidy-up day  

· Applied for, and received, a grant from the Oxfordshire Community Foundation to enable us to buy litter pickers to give to community groups taking part in our OxClean clean-up events

· Contributed to the initial discussions on the next Local Transport Plan for Oxfordshire 

· Commented on the draft Regeneration Framework for Oxford City

· Provided volunteers to help staff the City Museum, contributed to a group looking at the long term future of the Museum and hosted a public meeting to discuss options

· Celebrated its 40th Anniversary with a daylong conference ‘Oxford Architecture – The Last Forty Years’ attended by some 150 members and friends 

Potters Bar

After the best part of a year, Tesco has been given planning permission to open a Tesco Express on a relatively narrow one way road only one mile to the west of their existing superstore in the centre of Potters Bar.

As the new store has to be replenished from the front, the Society in common with some of the councillors, had doubts as to whether it was possible for delivery vehicles to park without widening the road.  To complicate matters, to safeguard their delivery staff, Tesco had proposed moving parking to the nearside of the road despite this obscuring visibility for drivers of vehicles emerging from a busy side road which gives access to some 1000 houses behind.  However the members’ stance was undermined by Herts Highways who saw no problem and went ahead and issued traffic orders based on Tesco’s proposals instead of waiting for the Planning Committee’s final recommendations and by the officers who had consistently recommended approval.

Despite fears of future accidents and the possibility of fire engines having to divert to attend a fire, the councillors eventually gave way after Tesco had undertaken to use smaller delivery vehicles than the norm and not to turn right against the traffic when entering and leaving the one way street.

The Society’s campaign to limit the operations of Chas Storer Ltd., a local waste transfer operator, took an unexpected turn when after a hearing at the High Court in March the judge ruled that the Planning Inspectorate following a public inquiry had erred in law in upholding most of Hertfordshire County Council’s enforcement order restricting the firm’s operations as it was not clear as to how the Inspector had arrived at his decision.  The main issue appears to be whether the Inspectorate can show that increased vehicle movements and hours of operation are part of a material change of use.

The Inspectorate was instructed to re-hear and determine the appeal against the enforcement notice and after five months have just confirmed that they will write to the original parties asking for their representations before taking a decision as to whether there will be another inquiry or whether the decision notice can be rewritten.

Welwyn Garden City

In the last year two main issues have exercised both the residents of Welwyn Garden City, and the Welwyn Garden City Society. These were the hasty felling of 208 Lombardy Poplar trees by the Borough Council, and the re-introduction of the Estate Management Scheme for Welwyn Garden City.

Lombardy Poplar Trees

When the Great North Road (A1) was upgraded to motorway standards and became the A1 (M) in the 1960’s, an area on the southern entrance to the Town was developed as Stanborough Park with sailing & boating lakes and car parking. A belt of Lombardy Poplar trees was planted in two car parks to screen them and help reduce noise from the Motorway. As they matured they became a well know feature of Welwyn Garden City and the signature tree of the town. 

Originally Stanborough Park was managed by the local Council. Subsequently the parks were ‘privatised’ and managed by an organisation set up by the Council but separated from it. Last year for reasons best known to this organisation, a decision was made to remove all 460 Lombardy Poplar trees from the car parks as they were held to be a health & safety hazard and must be felled quickly. 
When news got out about the intention to fell the trees there was a public outcry from residents. This panicked the Council into hastily calling a public meeting in which to explain their reasons for the felling. The meeting was a farce. Four local Councillors attended even though it appeared that the Council Cabinet member who had given permission for the demolition of the trees did not. The trees in the south car park were then removed (see above) with haste not characteristic of the normal approach to getting things done. The WGC Society tried complaining to the Local Government Ombudsman about what we saw as a flawed consultation process, but withdrew as we were not getting any support from them.
Due to the furore, the Council Cabinet then set up a working party to consider the removal of the remainder of the trees in the north car park and a future planting programme. This agreed a public consultation exercise offering three alternatives for removal of the remaining trees and their replacement. Thankfully the consultation results convinced the Councillors that removal of the remaining trees should be phased and that replacement trees should include a proportion of Lombardy Poplars that hopefully will reinstate the scenic skyline. Final approval is expected in November.
The Welwyn Garden City Society considers that some lessons have been learned from the furore over the trees in Stanborough Park and we are now seeing better communication from the Council on trees and a number of other matters. However we intend to pursue the issue of long term management of trees in key areas of the town. Hopefully proper provision will be made for replacement trees long before existing ones decay, become a hazard and fall down. This goes to the very heart of the management of our environment in this town.

Estate Management Scheme

In recognition of the importance of the Welwyn Garden City environment and in order to protect the amenities and values of the area and residents, in 1973 the High Court imposed a scheme of management under the Leasehold reform Act 1967 covering areas of Welwyn Garden City. This scheme has the effect of applying similar controls to the freehold properties that exist under the terms of the leases. 

The Scheme contains 11 conditions that are binding upon each subsequent owner of the building, including the need for prior consent for alterations to the appearance of buildings. This is in addition to any Planning Permissions which may also be required. Essentially, the purpose of the Estate Management Scheme is to ensure that homes and street scenes are kept in harmony with the original design and concept of the town as proposed by its founders Ebenezer Howard and Louis de Soissons.

Originally the Scheme was managed by the New Towns Commission, but when the Commission was wound up by the Government, responsibility was transferred to the Welwyn Hatfield Borough Council. Departmental responsibility was given to the Planning Department.

Inevitably, due to pressures on Planners by Government to perform quickly, the Scheme has not been managed well. Householders have altered their properties without permission sometimes with disastrous results. The Council has not however taken proper enforcement action against defaulting householders. So slowly over time the environment of the town has changed.

The Welwyn Garden City Society has for some time pressed the Borough Council and its Planning department to enforce the Estate Management Scheme. There has been a reluctance to do so on their part. This is due to problems with staffing levels and fears that if a matter has to go to Court, the result may not be to the Council’s advantage. This could then make the Scheme inoperable. The Council also felt that a lot of residents new to the town were not aware of the Estate Management Scheme, even though their own Solicitors should have pointed it out to them when they were purchasing their properties.

In view of this, after pressure and the cooperation of the Welwyn Garden City Society, the Council agreed last year to update & re-issue the Estate Management Scheme documentation. After various hiccups and false starts, the Society is pleased to say that the new revised documentation has now been issued to affected residents. 

13. Any Other Business

There was no other business.

14. Next Meeting

No date or venue had at this date been agreed for the Spring Meeting.
Following Item 13 there was a talk from Ed Grimsdale of the Buckingham Society, with input from Chris Woodman, on a major planning issue involving housing on land outside the boundary of Buckingham. This lead to a spirited discussion, involving members from the floor, on the need for LDFs with well defined plans to be put in place as soon as possible to ensure that Local Planning Authorities are not ‘held to ransom’ by opportunist developers.

Tony Fooks then gave an update on progress made by the Civic Societies Initiative.  







