ANTAS Spring Meeting 16.4.11
Member Society Reports received by 14.4.11

Amersham:-

The main focus of the Society’s activities continues to be supporting opposition to HS2 where formal consultation has begun and where the Government road show will come to Amersham at the Chiltern RFC ( incidentally not in Old Amersham where the proposed route is actually going but at Weedon Lane in Top Amersham ) on the 18th and 19th May. Activities locally to raise funds have included a Barn Dance and Quiz night organised by HS2 Action Alliance. The Society hosted an excellent presentation video by Keith Hoffmeister for its first outing at St Church on the 23rd February.

Other local concerns include the combined Bucks Hertfordshire waste management plan which will see the Amersham Road East HWRC becoming a local collection point for trucking out waste via the M25/M1 to the new proposed incinerator in Hertfordshire.

With the Old Amersham Market Hall out of action due roof and other damage, we have been given temporary shelter by the Rector, the Rev Tim Harper and currently meet in St Mary’s Church which is a very fitting venue for our keynote Spring lecture when the Bishop of Buckingham The Rt Rev Dr Alan Watson who is a noted theologian will give a lecture on the King James Bible in its at 7.30 pm on Wednesday 25th May as our way to celebrate the 400th anniversary of this seminal work in the religious and cultural life of our nation.

In the meantime we are helping to organise the Old Amersham Street party to celebrate the Royal Wedding on the 29th April. So I am afraid if you are planning to drive through Old Amersham on the day, we will have closed the market Square area. It will be a wonderful day especially for children with food, jelly and bunting galore and if we have got it right, we will have a giant outdoor screen as well to watch the wedding.

Bishop’s Stortford:-

The last six months has been dominated by two issues – plans to build a shopping centre, cinema, hotel and flats on an important, open conservation area between the castle and the town centre; and the appeal by two secondary schools against refusal of planning permission for their proposed move to a giant combined campus on a Green Belt site, to be paid for by seven hundred houses on the vacated sites.

The first issue has united the Civic Federation, Chamber of Commerce and Retailers Association in opposition to a scheme which EHDC have encouraged because they seem to hope they will make money out of it. Apart from being the wrong development in the wrong place, our concerns are particularly about the traffic and parking consequences, both during construction and subsequently. As well as the united opposition of the main stakeholders in the town, the plans have prompted recommendations for refusal by the Environment Agency, the Conservation Officer, the Archaeologist and the Highway Authority – a first for them! The application is now in pre-election purdah. We look forward with interest to the planning authority and decision which emerge after the election.

The second issue shows that the new localism agenda has not yet percolated down to unelected officers at Herts County Council or Boards of school governors. The plans have been rejected twice by the Civic Federation and the overwhelming majority of the people of the town, twice by the Town Council, twice by planning officers, twice by the CPRE, and once by the planning authority. We are now faced as taxpayers with the cost of HCC and the schools mounting the appeal, the cost to EHDC of defending the appeal and the cost to ourselves as a rule 6 party in making sure the public inquiry considers the issues properly. I shall be passing round a hat for contributions at the end of the meeting.

Finally, out LDF core strategy has been put out for consultation and is due for revision in the light of comments. Our main issue has been the assumption that regional housing targets still hold sway without any attempt to identify any local need for them. The draft assumed that Bishop's Stortford would meet the whole of EHDC’s five year housing supply of some 4000 houses and then provide some more under most of the options. Here too we shall be looking to see how far new councillors are willing to honour their pre-election pledges.

Buckingham:-

Transport issues – how does one influence statutory authority?
One of the main achievements of the BUCKINGHAM SOCIETY in its earlier years was the building of the Buckingham ring-road to take the pressure off horrendous problems being experienced with heavy traffic in the middle of Buckingham.  This was some 20 years ago so it is not surprising that many problems have now re-appeared.  

At the time planning guidance stipulated that any residential building should be to the North of this road.  Only industrial units would be sited south of it.     It was a great pity that room was not made on either side for local roads to run alongside as was successfully done with the M4 in Reading.  However for a time this road worked well but, as traffic increased, problems started to emerge and we again raised the issue of adding parallel roads whilst there was still room.  This advice was ignored.

The first pinch point was caused by the building of the Tesco Superstore off the main road to Aylesbury the A413.  This pinch point has been exacerbated by the placing of a traffic light pedestrian crossing near the roundabout.  What makes it worse is that these lights are timed too long and they do not have a flashing yellow light to allow traffic to proceed with caution.  The hold-ups there have got progressively worse and the matter needs looking at again.

Transport road theory decrees that when local and trunk traffic want to use the same road, the building of many roundabouts should be resisted and local traffic should only be allowed to enter it at each end.  The A421 has now become an important east-west trunk road and this much increased traffic is now competing with more local traffic on a road with far too many roundabouts.

One answer is to always make traffic turn left so it was pleasing that the right decision was made at the junction of the Slade Industrial estate.  However this should also have been done also at other junctions and we feel two at least could still be altered reasonably easily.   At the same time too much building has now been allowed on the Southern side. This has and will exacerbate a stressed situation.  Future plans for more houses will make it even worse.  We already have massive queues on this road far too many times during the day.
Dualling has often been suggested as a solution to the problem.  In our opinion it will make little difference for all the reasons stated above.  It is worth quoting the experience of Newbury in this regard.  They built a dualled ring-road in much the same way as we did.  They made the mistake of adding too many roundabouts and development on each side.  Traffic following the A34 trunk road competed with local traffic and in the end the whole situation became unworkable.  In the end they had to build a bypass to bypass the bypass!  Once done they sensibly only allowed local traffic to enter at each end of this road.  

In our case we need a new road to go south of our present ring road from the Tingewick bypass to the Bletchley roundabout before housing development stops any possibility of this being done.  At the same time the A413 must not be allowed to link with it but should either go above it or underneath it with no connection to it.

Like many small market towns Buckingham has seen a massive growth of competing traffic which needs to use the same road for different purposes.  If one throws into the mix some other particular issues or complications, the road system finds it difficult to cope so leading to unacceptable congestion and possible safety problems.  This has been happening in Buckingham over the last few years.  

The first main issue is the flouting of the HGV limit by many lorries going through the town with no business within it.  There is a weight limit and the police only make sporadic attempts to control it.  What has brought the matter to a head is the invention of the wretched “sat-nav”.  These devices direct drivers of lorries coming down the A43 North of Brackley that wish to go to South Bucks or the M1, down the A422 into the town.  On reaching West Street they have great difficulties in negotiating the road between School Lane and through Cannon Corner, which is extremely narrow.    

We tried to get the whole A422 reclassified as a B road and to make it have a weight limit throughout its length.  We also asked for large warning signs on the A43 and also on the A422 East of Buckingham.  Nothing has been done on the latter but a sign was put on the A422 East of Brackley.  We have pointed out to the County Council that this is of little use, because once a driver has turned the corner, he is extremely unlikely to make a U turn but he will shrug his shoulders and drive on.  Once a driver enters Buckingham we have found that all too often he has followed his “sat-nav” up such roads as School Lane, Well Street and even Church Street, where they have become stuck and have damaged buildings.  

The second issue is of course the Old Gaol junction in the middle of the town.  The County does not accept our view that the sight-lines are poor here (these would be helped by a minor adjustment of the mini-roundabout).  Increased housing in the North of the town has (and will continue to do so) put extra pressure on this junction.  There is a road nearby which could be made one-way North-South to help the problem.  We got over 90% agreement from the residents for this proposal.  It has been accepted by the Council that it is a good idea but they state that it has not been done because of cost.  Cost? - they did not take kindly to my offer to personally put a one-way sign at the top and a no-entry sign at the bottom totally free of charge!  

The arrival of Waitrose and the subsequent increased use of the Cornwalls Meadow Car Park has made the junction with the High Street difficult and the congestion can be excessive at times.  The pavements are quite large here so there is room for a mini-roundabout, which we feel would help the situation a good deal.  Further up the road the sight-line for traffic leaving Wharf Yard looking East is very bad indeed.  The lines on the road need remarking and we need a warning sign by the BP garage.  Neither of these measures would be difficult to do.

We went into some detail with the suggestion of a one-way system for Castle Street, the top of Nelson Street and School Lane.  Some of us feel that this would be a major improvement.  Unfortunately the sharpness of the corner for traffic turning right from West Street outside Lloyds Bank is too sharp to allow West Street to be one-way also.  This is a possibly contentious issue but we feel that this idea has been dismissed as unfeasible too easily and is worth looking at again.  

What has made the congestion so much worse is of course the changes in parking regulations within the town.  A lot of us are willing to accept small charges but, once you charge £2.50 per day to park in an official car park, those who work in the town day by day will find a street to park in instead.  Hence we now have two public car parks virtually empty and very congested conditions owing to parked cars in nearby roads.  It does not help to find parking wardens putting penalty notices on cars in a road in the centre of the town, when it is perfectly sensible to allow short term (say 30 minutes) parking to allow the purchase of a newspaper, some pet food or a bag of chips.  

I suppose the final straw is the lack of consultation that resulted in the extraordinary situation now in the main car park.  It has become more dangerous and frustrating to only allow cars to travel along narrow pieces of roadway so one has to wait for a car to back out, before making progress.  We cannot understand the need to block the end of each group of parking bays rather than allowing drivers to exit the car park by two ways instead of one.  Perhaps one should ask why it needed to be changed at all, as none of us can remember any accident or difficulty with the “free-for-all” system of before.

I suppose the stupid parking arrangements in this car park bring home to us how out of touch our district and county officials are.  Our elected representatives seem powerless to alter the situation, which comes from our rulers in Aylesbury.  We are told that they wish to consult us but they seem to take no notice of what we say. 

What is galling is that a transport group was set up as one of the three consultant groups of local citizens in a Buckingham Community Plan way back in 2004-05 to research into the problems and to come up with recommendations to County and District Councils for action.  We were given a budget to use for professional advice and I was a member of that group.  We stated firmly that the plan to dual the ring-road would be very expensive and offers no long term solution so we need a more enlightened solution of a new road South of the town.  Clearly no County Council (either Buckinghamshire or Oxfordshire) will be willing to commit this sort of money.  Therefore the A421 needs to be designated a strategic east-west highway like the A14 further North.  The cost of a new by-pass therefore transfers to central government.

We came up with over 20 firm proposals for action.  What is so depressing about all this is that virtually no action has been taken and we are now going through another process to agree a new transport plan all over again. 

Geoff Shaw

Buntingford:-
Buntingford Civic Society is in good shape and continues to support CivicVoice. We are widely recognised and well regarded throughout the community.

 

Members are active in areas as different as monitoring planning applications,local policing priorities, to Town Council committees, environmental actions and engagement with younger people in the Town.

 

An outstanding asset is the Buntingford Journal.Ten editions are published each year. Around 1000 copies are either delivered to members or sold through a range of very supportive retail outlets. Advertising revenue allows us to take prompt action to benefit the Town. The website (buntingford civic.org) carries archive material and before long will enable us to consult a large proportion of members.

 

Although optimistic regarding ' Localism ' we are concerned about the proposed easing of planning regulations. Buntingford is subject to numerous speculative development plans which are not consistent with our vision of the Town through to 2031.

Harpenden:-

Future Proposed Housing for Harpenden:

The Society has as a Committee member the Chairman of the Harpenden Green Belt Association (HGBA) which was formed 7 years.  The two organisations share the same concerns for the town and have a common purpose re: future housing.

As mention in previous reports to ANTAS, close contact is kept to St Albans District Council, its planners and its Policy Planning and Advisory Panel (PAPP) whose purpose is to make recommendations on how many houses should be built in the District, and where.  Good relationships have developed too with our Town Council, the County and EERA (previously) which has allowed a constructive contribution to the debate on the future of Harpenden, and to mobilise informed opinion in the town.

We are all aware that new houses must be built, but the question is how to finance the extra school places, medical services and improved transport, how to manage the congestion that new houses entail, and how to protect the green belt that has contributed so much to the character and sustainability of the town.

What happens next.  Towards the end of 2010 PPAP reached agreement that 250 houses a year should be built in our District up to 2028, of which 100 should be affordable,  That makes 4,250 new houses by 2028, a substantial cut  from the previous figure of 7,200.  To put that into context, there are some 12,000 houses in Harpenden itself, so in the next 17 years the District’s stock is planned to increase by something like one third the size of Harpenden.  For Harpenden itself there are no proposals for house building on the green belt that surrounds our town, and members of HGBA were asked to support this in the District Council’s consultation that has just ended.  However, there is a mojor unknown.  The outline of the delegation by central government of planning powers to local government is clear, but the detail has not yet been announced, so no-one can yet be certain if the District Council can proceed on this basis.

Right now there is general agreement within the District Council and PPAP about the number of new houses to be built, that the green belt should be untouched, and that all development must be sustainable.  This is a promising position to be in, but there may be dangers ahead, so in the interests of residents in Harpenden, a very close watch is being kept on what happens next.

Hertford:-

Hertford and Ware Urban Transport Plan:

Over the last eighteen months Hertfordshire Highways has commissioned from consultants an Urban Transport Plan for Hertford and Ware. It started with three workshops run by the consultants where interested parties such as the Civic Society first discussed projects and actions for inclusion in the Plan, and then voted in order to prioritise them. From these results a public consultation document was prepared allowing the public to comment on the proposed content of the Plan. 

At a recent meeting of the Hertford Traffic Forum it became clear that funding of capital projects was going to be severely curtailed. There is no pot of money from which Highways and local authorities can decide which projects to pursue. The agency has to bid for funding from central sources at each stage of any project, so even if a proposal meets approval at the scoping and design stages there is no certainty that implementation will be funded. The consequence in the case of the Hertford and Ware Urban Transport Plan is that most of the grander projects, including an unjustified park and ride scheme, have not been included in the proposed list of work for the coming year. Instead five potential projects have been identified, two improving pedestrian safety and cycle storage facilities, and three addressing traffic access problems. Only one would eventually involve major expenditure. 

Cuts in public expenditure may have some unwelcome consequences, but they do force consideration of ways of getting the most benefit from limited funds and in this case have resulted in a focus on amenities for non-car users and local residents. One disappointment is the non-inclusion of 20mph speed limits in residential areas; a matter which the Society and residents associations will continue to pursue.

AAS

Hitcham and Taplow:-
This has been a year in which nothing much has happened on the ground.

The development at Cliveden will be finishing its final phase in the summer.

Barratt has an option on the large 48 acre site between the River and the 'new' Jubilee River (flood alleviation scheme) which encompasses both Skindles and the old Taplow Paper Mill.  Their representatives have been having meetings with the locals.  We are closely monitoring what is happening.  Our newly adopted Core Strategy incorporates many of our ideas for the site and by and large is a good document as far as this site is concerned and where it has policies these supercede the very old local plan.  A Development Brief is being put together for the whole area and is going to consultation over the summer and will probably be adopted by SBDC in October.   No planning application will be considered before then.  We are pretty confident that Barratts will wish to have far more housing etc on the site than we would like and it is entirely possible that they might divide the land and sell the hotel end off.  Watch this space!

 

SBDC own some land that was the landscaped garden of a big house in the village that is now no longer extant, but is a development of town houses.  It has been left to run riot for many years.  A committee has been set up comprising enthusiastic local residents, the idea being to secure the boundaries, make it safe, and open it to the public including the local primary school.  We are keen supporters of this project and our Village Green Party in the summer will be fund raising for it.

We will be running an Easter Egg/Champagne Hunt in the lovely gardens of a local hotel followed by lunch on Easter Monday.

We are about to put our bi-annual Newsletter to bed. The Newsletter publication is a big task which is much appreciated in the village.  All credit is due to Fred Russell for transforming the Newsletter during his many years in the editor’s chair into the present 16 page magazine with full colour cover and many photographs to illustrate the content.   

Hitchin:-
Hitchin Town Hall

Two years ago the District Council announced their plans to close Hitchin Museum (and similar museums elsewhere in the District) and convert Hitchin Town Hall into a new, District-wide museum.  This would have caused the loss of Hitchin’s only major public venue, and inevitably was massively opposed by local people.

Hitchin Initiative (an organisation representing local businesses, but also community groups including Hitchin Society) proposed an alternative scheme.  This retained the Town Hall  as a major venue, but released other spaces within the general building for conversion to a museum.  Although initially opposed by the Council, eventually the advantages of the Hitchin Initiative scheme became obvious.  The disadvantage was the extra cost involved, which included purchasing, and demolishing, a shop to give better access to the museum.

The only way this could go forward was through bidding for a grant and loan from the Community Builders Fund amounting to £0.85m.  As a result of a massive effort by volunteers to meet the many obstacles involved, the bid was successful and the grant is unique in involving a partnership between a voluntary organisation and a local authority.  All necessary consents have now been granted, and the way is now clear for this imaginative scheme to go ahead.

Churchgate redevelopment

Despite total rejection by the people of Hitchin, The District Council remains determined to press on with a massive redevelopment scheme, which includes building on St Mary’s Square, an open space providing highly-valued views of Hitchin’s Grade I listed parish church.  The Council and its development partner (Simons) established a consultative “Liaison Forum” on which the Hitchin Society is represented, but after nine months of talking, the developer has failed to produce any new proposals that might even start to meet local concerns.  More fundamentally, the Council’s ruling Cabinet is unrepresentative of Hitchin, and totally unprepared to listen to local views.  The Council falls back on the argument that any planning application will be determined by an independent planning authority - of course, this is none other than the District Council itself!

Oxford:-

The Inspector’s report following the Examination in Public of the Oxford City Core Strategy was finally received in December. He found that the Core Strategy was basically ‘sound’ but he entered a number of caveats and required the City to make a number of amendments. The Strategy has subsequently been adopted by the full City Council. An Area Action Plan for Barton, a substantial housing development, is being developed. The Inspector recognised that a major commercial development envisaged in the Strategy, the Northern Gateway development, could terminally overload already overloaded roads. It is unclear whether a solution to the traffic problems can be found and if found, afforded as part of a financially viable project.

As part, they say, of their planned cost reductions the City Council seems likely to move from having 5 Area based Committees which meant that every Councillor was involved in deciding planning applications in their patch to 2 committees + a Review / Appeal committee. The possibility of an appeal to Full Council will also be removed. The Area Committees also had scrutiny roles and some local decision making. We are promised ‘Area Forums’ meeting less frequently and with, currently, undefined remit.  We are told that costs will be less and planning decisions will be of higher quality (= less risk of Members thinking for themselves?!). We have expressed concern that the committees will reflect the political balance rather than the character of the areas. We have also pressed for the right of appeal to Full Council to be retained and for the role of Area Forums to be much better defined.  We don’t see this as supportive of the ‘localism‘agenda.

The Society organises the annual OxClean Spring Clean event. This year the launch was hosted by a local school and attended by the Lord lieutenant, Deputy Lord Mayor, herself a litter picker and 2 Oxford United footballers .  80+ groups + 35 schools took part.  We were delighted to receive reports that groups were finding less litter.  Several areas are looking a lot better. We are currently looking for more funding for a schools programme in which actors are employed to facilitate group discussions on litter. Some improvement in attitudes has been noted.

Our chairman, Peter Thompson, has been ‘volunteered’ to speak at an RIBA Southern Regional conference entitled “Power to the people: the effect of localism on conservation”.  It will be a good opportunity to air some views and get feedback in an area where we are all feeling our way.

