ANTAS Society Reports 22 October 2011 (received by 21 October)
Bishop’s Stortford

The last 6 months have been dominated by two major issues – town centre redevelopment proposals funded by Henderson Global Investors and a proposal to relocate two secondary schools to a Green Belt site on the edge of town.

The town centre scheme is a wholly unnecessary and inappropriate development in the conservation area. The Civic Federation, the Town Council, the Chamber of Commerce and the retail forum were united in the opposition to it. English Heritage commissioned an urban panel report into this scheme and the one in Hitchin reported previously by their Civic Society, and roundly condemned both of them. The Hitchin scheme has received extensive coverage in ‘Private Eye’ and we hope to achieve the same. The scheme had the backing of EHDC’s executive, who entered into a dubious financial deal with Hendersons three years ago. At the end of August it was given outline planning permission by the Development Control Committee by a majority of 1. The options now are judicial review, on which we will be looking to others (Town Council and/or retailers) to take the lead; and the determination of Waitrose (who have a long lease on a key part of the site) and another local retailer not to surrender their property interests. If so, EHDC would have to make a CPO to enable the scheme to be delivered.

On the second issue, the promoters appealed against the refusal of planning permission and a four week public inquiry was held which concluded on 14 October. The Civic Federation were a Rule 6 Party and raised £30,000 (including a £10,000 from the Town Council) to employ counsel to help present our case. It was a most demanding experience which of course required intensive preparatory work as well as attendance throughout the inquiry itself. The Inspector now has until early January to complete his report which then goes to the Secretary of State for determination. As one of the witnesses memorably commented in response to questions about how much weight should be attached to particular issues ‘Mr Pickles’ weight does tend to move around a bit’ and so the outcome of this inquiry will be uncertain for us until we discover where his weight has landed.

Meanwhile, we are going on holiday to recover from the experience which means we must offer our apologies for not attending the AGM. 
Buntingford        

Response to the Draft National Planning Policy Framework

1. Whilst the draft NPPF contains some words of comfort on design, the value of green space and protection of national designations and introduces ‘Neighbourhood Plans’ as a tool for local people to influence what happens in their area, its overall pro-development bias is seen as potentially disastrous for the future general well-being of the population and so fails the limited definition given to ‘sustainability’.  Moreover, whilst the protection of ‘green belts’ is mentioned , no protection appears to be given to land currently classified as ‘rural land beyond the green belt’ - a category that covers most of the English countryside and is considered the essence of England..

2. There is much talk about ‘Sustainable Development’ without providing suitable criteria of sustainability that will stand up to legal examination to help resolve disputes that will arise over the refusal/granting of planning permission in the future.

3.  The real role/status of Neighbourhood Plans and Local Plans is not defined.  Do they provide the definitive criteria against which planning applications will be judged or can a nationwide developer simply ignore them by arguing a wider case?  Para 62 of the draft NPPF  states ‘Local Plans, incorporating neighbourhood plans where relevant, are the starting point for the determination of any planning application’.  This appears to relegate them to a relatively minor role.

4.  Where up-to-date Local Plans and Neighbourhood plans are not yet in place, there seems to be a presumption that any proposed development can proceed unless local people can find the resources and specialist knowledge to satisfactorily oppose it.

5.  Planning law does not need to change further to favour developers; it already does so. Several recent examples of approval of developments in Buntingford that are contrary to the East Herts Local Plan have shown this to be so.

6. The changes proposed in the draft NPPF will result in a huge risk to the English countryside, particularly those areas currently classed as ‘rural areas beyond the green belt’.   This classification covers much of North and East Herts and all the countryside around places such as Buntingford.   Similarly, Conservation Areas may well find themselves at risk.

7.  With the lack of adequate definition of  ‘sustainable development’ and the lack of definition of the status of various documents, the draft NPPF appears to herald a period of free-for-all damaging development that has not been seen in this country since the 1930s.  We ask that the Government withdraw the draft framework and take advantage of the current economic climate to spend time developing a more acceptable basis for planning in the future.

Chesham

Two strategic issues affecting Chesham have been the focus of attention this year, namely the Chiltern District Council Core Strategy and HS2.

Core Strategy.  An Act of Parliament in 2004 required the Chiltern District Council (CDC) to prepare a Local Development Framework for housing and spatial planning in the Chilterns until 2026.  The Core Strategy is the key document and this basically addresses where 2,400 homes will be built over 20 years up to 2026 and the impact on infrastructure.  CDC published its Core Strategy in October 2010 and public hearings before the Planning Inspector took place in April 2011.  The Chesham Society, and many other organisations, made a detailed written submission in late 2010 and the Society was represented by committee members at many sessions of the public hearing.  The Inspector raised many questions that CDC had to respond to by June.  The Chesham Society responded to these latest Core Strategy documents and the Inspector’s final was published two days ago – we have not had the opportunity to review this yet.

The Chesham Society considered the Strategy to be mostly sound but it did have several reservations, namely:

· failure to include housing quotas for individual settlements.  The reason given by the District Council is to provide greater flexibility for the planners.  However this omission removes any protection for any settlement from having to accommodate an unreasonable proportion of the total development specified.  Chesham has already experienced this adversely.

· that a developer has to contribute financially towards Affordable Housing when developing a site of 1-4 dwellings. This is an excellent move but, again, we feel that each settlement should have its quota of Affordable Housing.  Chesham already has most of the Social and Affordable Housing in the District. Any affordable housing must be on sites with very good access to public transport.

· lack of information on infrastructure in the Strategy and, indeed, there is only a draft infrastructure plan.  It is very important that no development should be allowed until the appropriate infrastructure is in place.  The problems with air quality and pollution were not addressed, nor the problems with the Sewage Works in Chesham, which can barely cope with current demand.

· the Inspector acknowledged that he is unable to impose a local construction standard of water efficiency of 105 L per person per day but would like to see it implemented.  CDC does not consider that it would be possible to monitor development to ensure that the 105 L target is achieved.  This suggests that CDC has no intention of requiring developers to achieve targets in the future.

HS2. Whilst this major infrastructure development does not pass directly through Chesham, it does have a massive impact on the Chilterns AONB in which Chesham is situated.  There will be massive disruption during the construction phase with increased road usage by construction vehicles.  This will inevitably result in more traffic through Chesham, whose roads are already at capacity, resulting in major disruption and pollution levels rising above acceptable levels.  However, maybe more importantly, HS2 will have a major detrimental effect on tourism which is one of the town’s major industries.  There are no positive benefits to Chesham residents, who will each bear their share of the national cost and not benefit from better train services.  The Chesham Society Committee has encouraged members to sign the Downing Street petition and attend the local road shows; indeed many local residents did attend these.

Other issues.  Chiltern District Council has just published a draft consultation on Planning Enforcement Policy which the society will be commenting on.  There has been ongoing concern that planning decisions have not been monitored or enforced. At present there are no major planning applications in Chesham.  However there is an issue with Bucks County Council Traffic Management opposing various business applications due to lack of parking on site.  They have not been taking a realistic or constructive approach about development of old industrial sites near the centre of a market town. 

Role of the Society.  We have a relatively old age profile of both the members and committee and we are not increasing our membership numbers.  This is not unique to our society, but the committee will be examining the issue of broadening the appeal and relevance of the society, especially to younger members.  Monitoring of planning has always been the main activity of the society and will continue, especially with the implementation of new national planning laws.  However other new government legislation (the Big Society, the Localism Bill) will present new opportunities and pressures on amenity societies.  In Chesham there are many local organisations with overlapping interests and spheres of influence and it is important that these work in unison, maybe merging where appropriate.

Hertford

A Cautionary Tale

A developer submitted an application to develop the very large former police station site serving Hertford and Ware. The proposal was for mixed housing, a nursing home and a hotel which included two retail units. It was opposed by local residents and the governors of the adjacent primary school, but the Society welcomed it with reservations. The application was refused by the Council’s Development Control Committee against the recommendations of the officers. The grounds for refusal were confined to one reason: the applicant had failed to conduct properly the sequential analysis of suitable sites for the hotel. Inevitably the developer lodged an appeal. Realising the weakness of its case the Council withdrew the grounds of refusal, but the developer continued to proceed with the appeal in order to avoid the charges for submitting a fresh planning application. The hearing was held in public hearing and took the form of a discussion led and steered by the inspector. It was no surprise that the inspector recommended acceptance of the appeal and, to crown the Council’s humiliation, awarded costs of £44k to the developer because in his view the Council had behaved unacceptably. At the hearing the appellant effectively demonstrated that currently there was no alternative site available in the centre of the town for the proposed budget hotel and associated car parking: a position evident to the Society when it first looked at the application.   

Hitchin

Churchgate redevelopment

Over a year after the District Council and their development partner, Simons, published their plans for a massive redevelopment of Hitchin town centre, opposition continues unabated.  The council leadership continues to express total commitment to the scheme, despite overwhelming objections by local people.  One of the most fundamental concerns is that the proposed development is drastically different from the Churchgate Planning Brief, formally adopted by the council five years ago after extensive public consultation, and also fails to conform to the terms of the Development Agreement between Simons and the council.

Even more tellingly, a report by the Urban Panel of English Heritage was published in July, following a visit to Bishop’s Stortford and Hitchin.  Their highly critical observations on the proposals for Hitchin included the following “It will surely come as no surprise that Panel members saw little merit in the current proposal emerging at Churchgate. …. The Simons scheme appears to have been generated by a wish to impose on Hitchin a standard and, frankly, alien retail development”.    
Remarkably, the District Council has now been lampooned no fewer than five times in the Rotten Boroughs column of Private Eye for its secret deal with Simons, and the generous terms of the 250-year lease offered to the developer. 

The Hitchin Society remains totally opposed to the current proposals, and at a recent meeting with Simons expressed the view that any revised scheme should conform strictly to the terms of the Planning Brief.  

Oxford

It may have been summer, but there has been little time to aestivate. Trying to understand and comment on the likely impacts of the Localism Bill and the National Planning Policy Framework has taken up a lot of time. Uncertainty rules! We’ve also been looking at plans for local Libraries and lamented the lack of imagination and innovation particularly the failure to look to integrate library service and other community services.

When the Society comments on such matters we are trying to discipline ourselves to publish our responses on our website and to tell our members and others we’ve done so. Currently we do this via email but we hope to tweet. See http://www.oxfordcivicsoc.org.uk/mpc.html for what we’ve said.

Ring roads once went round towns separating them from the countryside. With the expansion of towns beyond the ring roads, the roads have become barriers. The Society recently sponsored a seminar which attracted the participation of town and transport planners from far and wide. One controversial proposal was to reduce the size of the road space, surrounding it with housing and imposing much lower speed limits; thus turning a dual carriage way into an urban boulevard.  

We have continued our programme of lectures and visits with a lecture on Victorian Oxford nearly filling a 150 seat lecture theatre. Visits have included Corpus Christi College and Magdalen Science Park. During the latter the owners said that paying attention to design and the environment, they had landscaped extensively, had made commercial sense. We are all unsure what ‘sustainable development’ is, but we felt that the Science Park was on the right track.

Forty-five Street Parties were organised in Oxford this summer in association with our Streets campaign. We see these parties, along with litter picks, as an important way of building community spirit and cohesion.

Our Planning subcommittee has certainly not been aestivating. The Universities continue to submit applications for major research & teaching facilities, there have been planning applications for student accommodation and a continuing tendency for private developers to seek to accommodate a ‘quart in a pint pot’ (or the metric equivalent).  

The Society recently organised a seminar on how we could use much less energy in our houses and more generally.  We were told that to effect the reductions in CO2 emissions etc to which the Country is committed, 80% of the current housing stock will need modification. Some of these modifications, for example photo voltaic panels on roofs, may conflict with Conservation Area principles. How should we seek to resolve such conflicts?

Wendover

We continue to monitor planning applications and to make representations to AVDC on ones that we consider affect the character of Wendover.  The principal topics that concern us at present are:

The impact of HS2 on Wendover

A Stop HS2 campaign has been pursued by a committee in Wendover in conjunction with the alliance of groups along the line.  Many members of the Wendover Society and its committee have participated in this in the last year.

The Wendover Society has also responded to the HS2 consultation by emphasising the damage that Wendover will suffer if the line is driven as close to Wendover as planned.  We have assessed the damage both to the environment, to house prices, and businesses from the blight.  The cost of other aspects of the route have also been assessed.  For example the cost of diverting roads has been estimated.  We have asked that the cost of these should be set against the cost of a tunnel under Wendover.  This was originally what was planned. If implemented we believe it would completely ameliorate the effects of the line on Wendover.

The problem of the closure of retail businesses in Wendover

For the first time we are seeing the closure of shops and restaurants in the main street of Wendover.  Five businesses have closed.  The factors that are causing the closures are of course the reduction in family budgets at this time and the rise in rents requested by landlords.

The Wendover Society is trying to come up with ideas for stemming this tide.

