ANTAS AGM 23 October 2004 at Harpenden 
Society Reports

Ten societies made reports which showed similar concerns across the Antas area, as follows.

Wendover report

Oliver Statham

Wendover might have to go through the whole expense of another inquiry into overdevelopment of the redundant Ministry of Defence Estates (MoD) Princess Mary’s Hospital site. At a Public Inquiry the Inspector rejected the planning application, not for the concerns that the Society had argued, which were principally the scale of the development and it’s impact on the infrastructure of Wendover, but for what were considered minor reasons connected with the form and location of some of the proposed dwellings and retained plantings.  

A subsequent application addressed some of the Inspector’s comments but continued to ignore the Councils requirement for appropriate employment provision on the site. During this time Aylesbury Vale District Council’s Local Plan was adopted subsequent to the inspector’s report.  Whilst the emerging Local Plan now embraced development on the PMH site it set a lower build density of 30 properties per hectare (the MOD were continuing to seek 42 on the ten hectare site) and required the inclusion of employment opportunities in accordance with stated policies.

The Council failed to determine the subsequent application within the allowed time frame, allegedly because Members were taking expert advice on the issue of precedence of the Local Plan over the first inspectors report.  The MOD promptly appealed to the Minister again on grounds of non determination and a further Public Inquiry has been set for April 2005.

Whilst the Wendover Society is mainly concerned about the planning, a further issue is the drain on its resources both financial and in terms of members of the Executive Committee’s time.  QC representation was a substantial cost to the Society and the Parish Council. The Wendover Society has been fortunate in being able to containing costs by writing the brief for it’s barrister. The Society is also concerned at the charge to the public purse and the resources the Council must find to make its case yet again at another inquiry.  

The Society is reconciled to substantial and overwhelming development on the fringe of the community but will endeavour to maximise planning gain from the developers to bolster Wendover’s infrastructure.

Another concern is the proposed development of RAF Halton’s grass airfield. Intrusive noise pollution from tug launched gliders, Grobs (powered gliders) and a plethora of light aeroplanes now assails the town and five other surrounding parishes, seven days a week.

An organisation, Concern for Halton Airspace Safety and the Environment – CHASE, has been formed by afflicted residents and has representation from the six parish councils surrounding the airfield as well as the Wendover Society. CHASE aim to seek a reversal of the Air Ministry’s decision to de facto make Halton Airfield the RAF’s centre for recreational flying. The move of Joint Services Adventurous Training (JSAT) and Royal Air Force Gliding Association (RAFGSA) tug-launched gliding units from Bicester to Halton has been accompanied by what appears to be a programme of mis-information, deception and duplicity concerning the true nature and scale of the activities now taking place at the airfield such as safety issues, flight paths, flight numbers and frequency. 

St Albans report

Eric Roberts

St Albans proudly reported that the average age of their committee members is younger than the average age of their membership, which remains at around 500 members despite natural wastage. To publicise themselves they have an ongoing monthly column in the local paper, and the quarterly Newsletter has evolved into a more informative and campaigning style, supporting a decision at the AGM, to return to a more pro-active role. They have a rapid response group which can meet a developer on a Friday night and have a proof-read leaflet out next afternoon and, although their website is embryonic they now have a dedicated webmaster.

Their main concern is high housing imposition and infilling in house gardens and green plots. While they have a monthly meeting with council's head of planning for a free and frank exchange of views, they often find councillors on the planning team are indifferent. The society has been successful in two recent Appeals supporting the council and local residents, and has also had notable successes at Magistrates' Court and Council Public Entertainment Hearings in containing and reducing the late night economy menace excesses.

Despite the successes, the St Albans society is fearful over the future of the evening/night economy problems of deregulation of the licensing industry and 24 hour drinking (vandalism, violence, vomit) added to loss of A1 retail to more A3 eating and drinking. There is a growing feeling they are becoming a beleaguered city up against some huge developments: 362 flats been given the go-ahead for the city station; and 329 are proposed for Oaklands. Nearly 300 dwellings will be sited on King Harry Playing Fields and over 300 at Smallford, aided and abetted almost by an unelected regional assembly jumping to Government dictate.

The membership continue to support a good social programme ie. three well patronised coach trips a year, and talks attract audience of around 60 people. The Members and Award Evening BAFTA style party held so successfully last year has been repeated and may become an annual treat.

One shadow was disappointment when the Civic Trust failed to give a timely response to question of Society's Trustee Liabilities. The question asks about the insurance position if a developer turns on a Society which is opposing his plans. 

ANTAS views are sought. What is a society’s liability with regard to making strong criticisms of proposals? Could a developer sue? Are societies likely to be gagged by developers? What are ANTAS links with Civic Trust? Latter seems to think St Albans should be aligned with East of England societies.

Hitchin report

John Davies

For the last three years the Council has been working on a Town Centre Strategy for Hitchin. It has been highly controversial from the start, with two rounds of public consultation, and this summer a period of "public involvement". At each stage we objected to the Strategy because it lacked vision and ambition, but more specifically because it called for a massive new development site incorporating Churchgate (a failed 1960's shopping centre), the market, and car parks, stretching around three sides of Hitchin's finest building, St Mary's Church.

The Council consistently refused to give ground in the face of overwhelming public opposition. But last month the Council's Hitchin Area Committee yielded to pressure by agreeing to break down the development site into its component parts, with the market to be regenerated, and one of the car parks to remain a public open space. The Council's Cabinet has now approved the strategy in this amended form. 

West of Stevenage is now just a small part of the 478,000 houses required to be built to the East of England by 2021. The Public Inquiry still has not been formally closed due to the need for the developers to agree among themselves arrangements for affordable housing, and other facilities. It is understood these will be settled shortly, and the Inquiry will then be closed. On this basis, the inspector's report would go to the Deputy Prime Minister in March 2005, leading to a decision at end 2005 or early 2006. By then, with increasing challenges against the regional housing targets on environmental grounds, and with changes in cabinet membership likely by this time, the outcome is far from certain. 

High Wycombe

Frances Presland

Wycombe too are concerned about backlands development, however they have a new planner from Bath who is keen on consultation considering various options of infill development such as courtyards off the main road, which could be worked up into Supplementary Planning guidance.

Hitcham & Taplow report

Eva Lipman

The long running saga of the National Trust ignoring protests from other organizations, particularly the enormous Chiltern Society and also the Dropmore Society, continues. The National Trust persists with its intention to build houses on the old Canadian Red Cross hospital site. It is located in unsustainable green belt at least three miles from any amenities. 

The application for 191 dwelling was rejected, but under appeal; while the application for 135 age restricted dwellings, originally a retirement and care community, was agreed. This was despite fundamental differences from the agreed outline planning permission. The Office of the Deputy Prime Minister is considering whether this should be called in. Together with the Parish Council, the Society will continue to oppose the present applications and would welcome further support from ANTAS. 

If permission is granted (and it often is following an Appeal) the NT threaten to develop other land they own all over Britain.

The Hitcham & Taplow Society continues to be concerned about inappropriate planning applications for developments in the area near to the river Thames. It also considers it essential that an overall policy should be developed for the area adjacent to the A4.

The Society is contributing actively to the current preparation of the Parish Plan, which it hopes will address these and other major concerns to form a better basis for long term improvements, while ensuring Taplow retains its essential character. However the Hitcham & Taplow Society are barely represented because their local councillor claims s/he cannot speak at meetings due to 'a prejudicial interest' just because s/he lives in the town! 

The Society again organised the successful annual village green party in June, which despite poor weather, attracted around 350 people and raised over £500 towards the restoration of the mural in the Village Centre featured on the cover of the newsletter, and copies were circulated.

Hertford

'Hertford CS is concerned that its town-centre will be overwhelmed by changes to A3 use. When approached the leader of the cabinet in East Herts DC thought there was a defined mechanism for controlling the number of changes permitted. A review with the strategic planners revealed that beyond the policies in the Local Plan no such mechanism exists; determination of these planning applications relies on the judgement of a single development control officer. They drew our attention to the Rural Urban Fringe consultation document and recommend societies check the Local Plan puts in place measures to consider alternative uses to farming. The Countryside Agency, in conjunction with Groundwork UK, is developing a new vision for the rural urban fringe, to capture its full environmental, social and economic potential. www.countryside.gov.uk/WhoWeAreAndWhatWeDo/homepage_urbanfringe.asp.

Harpenden

John Hunt

Harpenden society warnings about car park access were ignored. Now there is the ludicrous position where the access ramp for cars cannot be used by pedestrians because it is too steep for wheel-chair users. Is a wheel-chair user a pedestrian or a vehicle? RoW are said to be not allowed through a car park. A suggestion was made to check the public Open Spaces society. The Open Spaces Society, Britain's oldest conservation society, was founded in 1865. It protects common land and public rights of way. If you know of a blocked public path or encroachment on common land, or you want to register a 'new' green, they can help, once you have joined them, www.oss.org.uk.  

Chesham Society report

David Carter

The Chesham Society has been concerned about the effect of projected changes in population and demographic profile. They have pre-empted the planners with their own Vision For Chesham, a redevelopment of the town centre to create optimum-sized retail units, parking and 300+ dwellings. Unfortunately their architect's sketches have not tempted developers or discussion so far. Now they are involved in a market town health check survey, renamed confusingly but to be more acceptable, as the 'Community Vision'. The Community Vision funded by SEEDA, and the Countryside Agency/Commission covers four sections, namely Youth & Community, the Economy, the Environment and Transport. The donkey-work of gathering a large amount of data from businesses seems to fall on the shoulders of Chesham Society members, not paid staff. The main input comes from ‘professionals’ and it is difficult to recruit interested amateurs or lay people to widen discussion and bring in new ideas. With a Community Vision, the town will be able to bid for local and regional funds and the Society hopes that these will include preparation of a professional plan such as their own Vision For Chesham, to be included in the Local Plan under the Government’s current planning proposals.

(Other towns have participated in these Health Checks or Community Visions and societies have been involved to greater or lesser degrees – Ed)

Buckingham

Carolyn Cumming said the Buckingham Society is faced with an application for retail use on land allocated for industry – a 'change of use' on the outskirts of the town. Modern huge shops with acres of floor space, car parking and corporate images are inappropriate for a traditional historic market town which needs shops in the centre. 

(Parallels here with Hertford’s attention to the Rural Urban Fringe consultation document– Ed)

Aylesbury

Aylesbury's concern is the cafe culture and the Evening & Late Night Economies with reference to their new Kingsbury project. The Society is concerned about binge drinking and drunks. A 1.5 million grant was received from the office of the deputy prime minister to the Aylesbury Vale District Council. The improved Kingsbury is intended to feature outdoor cafe culture, but there are snags. Peter Worrell said that busses still go through the pedestrianized area. The outdoor cafe culture will have to shut down at 8pm due to objections by the police to later opening. There are problems with binge drinking in some of the other drink outlets (they're too chrome-plated to be called pubs) in the region of the cinema.

The Civic Trust has been researching the late night economy with a grant from the Office of the Deputy Prime Minister and sponsored by Land Securities, St George, Waitrose, the Institute of Alcohol Studies and the British Council of Shopping Centres but the report on www.civictrust.org.uk/evening/introduction.shtml is of limited interest. Concerns about drinking and violence might spur some discussion on the Antas website. It was suggested that hostelrys should be responsible for the condition and behaviour of their customers after they leave the premises.

Regional Government

The meeting urged secretaries of every society to get in touch with their regional organization such as Civic Trust South East (CTSE) and the East of England Association of Civic Trust Societies'(EEACTS) to get involved. Regional government is here to stay, don’t think it will be disbanded just because the referendum for an elected assembly in the North East region failed. Note the wording of the question was for an elected assembly, "Should there be an elected assembly for the North East region?"
www.civictrustsoutheast.org.uk
www.eeacts.org.uk
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