
AGM
This year's AGM will be held on Thursday
22 October at 7pm. The meeting will be
online using Zoom video conferencing.
Information about how to access the
meeting will be given nearer the time.
Any paid-up members interested in

nomination to the committee are invited to
contact Tim Boatswain (07873 586074) or
Freda Chaloner (07710 498951). 
Following the formal business, we are

pleased to welcome Daisy Cooper MP as
our guest speaker.  

Blue Plaques
The group Blue Plaques St Albans would
like to carry out an audit of the commemo-
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rative blue plaques to be found in St Albans
and you can help by posting information of
any you find on their Facebook page at
https://www.facebook.com/Blue-Plaques-St-
Albans-100968675018518.

Radio Verulam
We are delighted to have had a regular slot
on Radio Verulam. You can listen again to
these via the links on our website
www.stalbanscivicsociety.net  
The Society has made a donation to help

Radio Verulam with their fundraising to
keep the service running following the
impact of COVID-19 and the lockdown. We
are pleased to hear they have now assured
their future through at least until the
middle of 2021.

PD Rights
Additional permitted development rights
were introduced recently, allowing upward
expansion of homes, demolition and
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Rail Freight: where we are now by Daisy Cooper MP
any residents will know of the 
long-running campaign to stop a 
Government-imposed rail freight

interchange (SRFI) being built on the former
Radlett Aerodrome next to Park Street. It
would be a massive rail and lorry park,
occupying up to 3.5 million square metres
of Green Belt land, the equivalent of 490
football pitches. 
The issue was suddenly thrown into the

lime light again over the summer when
Planning Inspectors insisted that the
council drop its opposition to the freight
terminal or they would take away their
powers to decide where to build homes. 
On 1 September, the first day back for

MPs in Westminster after the summer
recess, I had secured a debate on the
subject. I explained to the Government

Continued on the next page

rebuild of vacant residential and commercial
premises, and changes of use without
needing planning permission. However a
legal challenge to the Statutory Instruments
used to bring in these changes has been
made by a coalition of campaigners Rights:
Community: Action (RCA). Their application
for judicial review goes before the High Court
shortly. RCA believes that the manner in
which these reforms have been brought in
means they have not undergone proper
scrutiny, despite the obvious detrimental
impacts they are likely to have.

Vintry Garden
As the re-seeding attempt has failed to
deter people from shortcutting across the
grass, the Society is pressing the Council to
create a permanent path along the ‘desire
line’ in keeping with the existing paths.

M

The shortcut across the Vintry Garden

A commemorative blue plaque at the
Maltings Shopping Centre
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why the plans for a freight terminal in this
location had always been a bad idea, and
why there were new and compelling
reasons to review it again.  
In 2014, the Conservative Secretary of

State approved the plans for the freight
terminal, even while admitting the violation
of the Green Belt in his official decision.   
For years, local campaigners of all political

persuasions and none have pointed out
how a rail freight interchange would bring
untold disruption to our village life, roads
and rail networks. And how it would require
massive engineering work to be done in
Thameslink tunnels to the south, perma-
nently disrupt commuter lines, and clog
village roads with parked up lorries. As a
result, this land can’t be protected as Green

Belt, can’t be used for housing, and is unlikely
to work as a railway interchange leaving it
to just become a massive lorry park. 
But there are new arguments too as to

why the plans for a freight terminal should
be reviewed.
The Government says it will announce

the location of up to ten post-Brexit
freeports by the end of this year so they
can begin operating in 2021. There's also
the London Gateway container terminal
that has opened on the Thames since this
rail freight interchange was first proposed.
Indeed, the plans for a strategic rail
interchange at Howbury Park have been
dropped because the London Gateway site
replaces the need for such a terminal.  
In light of both these developments, I

asked the government whether previous
freight distribution routes still apply, or

whether they may have altered freight
distribution networks in the south east.
Maybe, like Howbury Park, there is no longer
a need for a freight terminal in St Albans.
For 12 years, local residents, campaign

group STRIFE (Stop the Rail Freight
Interchange), the St Albans Civic Society,
Hertfordshire MPs of different political
persuasions and campaigners of all political
parties and none have fought to stop this
monstrosity.  
The government committed to answering

my questions about freight routes in writing
but, fundamentally said that it cannot now
undo its original decision to allow a freight
terminal to be built on the site. The fate of
these 490 football pitches worth of Green
Belt, now lies in the hands of the market,
rail engineers and those who own the land.
That is where our focus must now turn.

Pedestrianised French Row

ny increase in pedestrian areas in the
centre of our historic city must surely
be positive. Pollution in the air is at

too high levels: lorries, buses, coaches, taxis,
cars and motorcycles fill up the streets with
exhaust fumes and noise. They also
contribute to the increasing concerns
about the environment and climate change. 
Pedestrianisation is not a modern

innovation! A number of cities now have
car-free zones: Venice, Zermatt and Ghent
are examples. Bath, Norwich and Canterbury
have extensive central areas for pedestrians
only. Because of the COVID-19 virus, there
are streets closed to traffic in our city centre.
This is a temporary measure: it will be
interesting to see how the experiment
works, and what lessons can be drawn. 
Experiments are taking place in other

places. Totnes in Devon has a historic centre
with narrow pavements in its main shopping
street. A partial closure to vehicles is being
implemented during the main shopping
hours. Many places are introducing urban
landscape features to limit traffic flow. This
has the benefit of bringing in planting and
trees: it helps with “Greening the City”. 
The introduction of shared spaces for

vehicles and pedestrians is happening. This
radical movement means landscaped urban
spaces without separation for vehicles and
pedestrians. It has been done in London in
Exhibition Road adjacent to the V&A

Museum. Vienna is a 
particularly good example, 
showing how a city can 
be re-configured and 
modernised. The shared 
space for vehicles and 
pedestrians opened in
2014: differences in surfaces 
and surface levels were 
removed (there is much on Google). 
The Council here is committed to the

development of the areas known as Civic
Centre South and North. Could it be part of
a wider vision to include outer road /
shared schemes with traffic management
changes to divert vehicles away from the

A

Traffic and pedestrians post virus
This explores the opportunity for changes 
in the post pandemic society amid concerns 
about the global environment

centre, with central spaces shared by
pedestrians and vehicles like taxis and
buses? The post virus world and a 
changing society give us a chance to
examine new solutions for the future 
City Vision. 

Geraint John

Dear Members

It is a time of great change.

I have been proud and honoured to serve as President of
this important Society. Its work is vitally important to what
is happening now and in the future of our historic city. I
have served for a worthy period since 2008, and with deep
but realistic regrets, I have decided that it is time for me to
step back and to offer my resignation as president .
I want to thank you all for the very warm and positive

support that I have received during my term of office.

Geraint
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he Common Lime Tree is native to 
Britain and has long been associated 
in folklore with fertility. The leaves of

a lime tree are very attractive to aphids and
their predators and the flowers provide
nectar and pollen for insects and bees. 
They can grow up to 25 feet tall and last as

long as 250 years. So there was some dismay
when the Council sent out a letter in July
announcing that a lime tree in Bricket Road
was due to be felled. The reason the tree was
to be cut down was that it would obscure the
planned entrance to the underground car
park for the new Civic Centre Opportunity

Site South development and was, therefore,
considered a traffic hazard.
The Civic Society was concerned that a

perfectly healthy mature tree was going to
be lost at an important site, where Bricket
Road meets Victoria Street, at a time when
the Council have declared a ‘climate crisis’
and are committed to ‘greening the city.’
There was also the danger that felling this
tree would set a terrible precedent and other
trees in Bricket Road sited on the pavement
might be in danger if it was deemed they
posed a health and safety issue for traffic.
The Society wrote to the Council urging it

to rethink and stop the felling of the tree,
pointing out the importance of trees to public
health and asking if the entrance to the car
park could bemoved. The PortfolioHolder for
the CCOSS project, Cllr Robert Donald was
sympathetic to the Society’s view but pointed
out that the decision to remove the tree lay
with the County Council who are responsible
for roads, pavements and roadside trees. 
The Society then contacted the Leader of

the Council, Cllr Chris White, who is Climate,
Environment and Transport Portfolio Holder,
as well as being a County Councillor. He
took up the case and with the support of a

Trees 
over 

traffic 

T

I had not long retired from full-time university life when I bumped
into an old colleague who happened to be President of the Civic
Society, Geraint John. With his Welsh charm and humorous
demeanour I was like a lamb to the slaughter and he soon
persuaded me to join the Civic Society's Executive Committee.
With what now seems almost indecent haste I found myself elected
as Vice-chairman and then the following year Chairman. 
As I explained to members in my email (16 July) after eight years

as Chairman I believe it was time for a change and I am delighted
that the Vice-chairman, Freda Chaloner, has accepted a nomination
for Chairman. It is also a privilege for me to have been offered the
honorary role of President but a challenge to step into the eminent
shoes of Geraint John. 
So, what have I achieved during my period as Chairman? Only

you, the members, can make that judgement objectively. What am I
proud of over these eight years? I believe I have worked hard with
colleagues to strive for what is best for St Albans both in terms of
conserving its historic uniqueness while attempting to campaign

for high quality developments. You will have your opinions where
the Society has succeeded and sometimes failed over these years. I
do feel honoured to have been part of the initiatives that created
Conservation 50, Blue Plaques St Albans, and sessions of the
planning programme for planners and councillors. However,
sometimes it is the achievement of relatively small things that give
satisfaction, like the refurbishment and fencing at the Wax House
Gate area, or more recently the saving of a tree on Bricket Road. 
The success of any organisation depends upon teamwork and

partnership and I feel I have been lucky
to have received the support of
colleagues both within the Society and
from outside bodies. I am confident the
Society under a new Chairman will still
be a powerful voice in shaping what is
best for St Albans and as President I will
still have a part to play. 

Tim Boatswain

The Chairman’s Retrospective 

Continued on the next page
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his White Paper proposes radical 
reforms to the current planning 
system to make it simpler, faster and

more predictable. The White Paper rightly
argues that the current system has become
too complex and slow (particularly in the
development of Local Plans), offers little
incentive for high quality design and fails to
build enough homes. It is out for public
consultation until 29th October.  So what
do you need to know?

Local Plans
These will have a simplified role in identifying
land for development or protection and
setting rules as to what development can
take place in those areas.  Plans will identify
just three categories of land:
n Growth areas will be suitable for
‘substantial development’ and will receive
automatic outline planning permission on
adoption of the Local Plan. 
n Renewal areas will be suitable for
‘development’ and there will be a statutory
presumption in favour of development for
the uses specified in the plan. 
n Protected areas will be areas that due to
their environmental/cultural characteristics
justify more stringent development controls.

Streamlined and faster planning
For proposals that accord with the Local
Plan, there will be a streamlined route to
gaining planning permission. 
To incentivise local planning authorities

to determine planning applications within
the statutory time limits (8 or 13 weeks)
the White Paper proposes refunding the
planning application fee or, in certain
cases, automatically granting permission if

‘Planning for the Future’
there has not been a timely decision.
The paper hints at a reduced role for

planning committees in the determination
of planning applications. 

Top-down housing figures
A new standardised method for calculating
housing numbers each Local Authority must
allow for in order to meet the national target
of 300,000 new homes annually would ensure
enough land is released where affordability
is worst. Housing figures would be binding
on Local Authorities thereby removing
lengthy debates over the numbers at Local
Plan examinations. The current ‘Duty to
Co-operate’ test for local authorities, which
has proved problematic in St Albans, would
be abolished.

Speedier Local Plan process
Local authorities will have 30 months to
produce a new-style Local Plan, with those
that fail to do so ‘at risk of government
intervention’. The shortened process will
have five stages with ‘meaningful public
engagement’ proposed at two. However,
the first time the local community will
actually see any proposed plan is when it is
submitted for examination.
There will also be a requirement to

review the Local Plan at least every five years.
Our current Local Plan dates back to 1994.

High quality design and a ‘fast track
for beauty’
A National Model Design Code is to be
published later this year, building on the
current National Design Guide. To make
design expectations more visual and
predictable, there will be an expectation for

T local design guides and codes to be
produced, with community involvement, to
reflect local characteristics. Only guides and
codes that have involved the local community
will carry weight in the planning process.
Where local guides and codes have not
been produced, national guidance will be
the default to guide decisions.
A ‘fast-track for beauty’ is proposed to

ensure that development which accords
with local design guides and codes has
greater certainty of swift approval through
the planning process.

Infrastructure Levy
Section 106 contributions and Community
Infrastructure Levy payments required of
developers will be replaced by a national
Infrastructure Levy charged on the final
development value. This will be paid when
the completed development is occupied,
leaving councils to pay for and deliver any
infrastructure needed up front. 
It is also proposed to extend the Infra-

structure Levy to capture some permitted
development rights, like office-to-residential
conversions, and to deliver affordable
housing.

Conserving and enhancing the
historic environment
The White Paper proposes to ‘review and
update the planning framework for listed
buildings and conservation areas to ensure
their significance is conserved while allowing,
where appropriate, sympathetic changes to
support their continued use and address
climate change’.
The aim appears to be to make it quicker

and easier to adapt historic buildings for

300,000 of these annually? Fast track for beauty? Current system too complex and slow

letter of protest from the Society, was able
to save the tree from being felled.
This is an immensely significant decision,

not only in recognition of the importance
of this individual tree, but here is a case

where there is an implied recognition that
the need to conserve the natural
environment should have priority over
cars. This now needs to be turned into a
key policy at both local and national level.
The evidence is quite clear that, as well as
countering air and noise pollution, trees

and greening improve public well-being. 
For too long the primacy of the motor

vehicle has governed urban planning. It is
now time to put public health first and make
the natural environment, trees and greening,
in cities a priority, not subservient to traffic.

Tim Boatswain

Trees over traffic, continued

Continued on the next page
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wo attractive residential streets in the 
Conservation Area near the Cathedral
have endured considerable problems

caused by large and heavy contractors’
vehicles encroaching into the neighbour-
hood. This has brought both upset and
inconvenience to residents. 
In mid-July, Welclose Street was resurfaced

with tarmac. The job was carried out within
hours and heavy lorries were seen to be
used. In just hours of departure it became
evident that some water pipes had burst in
the middle of the street causing flooding to
at least four basements. A gas main was
reported ruptured too. Thus the next day
holes were dug to make repairs and
eventually filled in and patched over. Sticky
tarmac that had been spilt on some of the
kerbside setts had to be cleaned off, risking
lifting these cobbles that have been there
for over a hundred years. A week later
areas around manhole covers were dug

away, cemented around and then 
patched once more with tarmac!
Meanwhile the original tarmacked 
surface continues to show signs 
of wear already.             
Around the corner in College 

Place, off Dagnall Street, a new
development at the top of this 
cul-de-sac (refused planning 
permission by the Council but 
approved on appeal by an Inspector) also
saw heavy lorries edging along the narrow
street causing similar size and weight
problems. The potential for damage is
obvious and residents found it somewhat
intimidating at times.
These kinds of incidents cannot be

allowed to continue for they threaten to
erode the character of these charming
Conservation Area streets, cause damage to
utilities and properties and destroy residents’
amenities and the enjoyment of their
homes. Complaints seem to get bogged
down in bureaucracy and the issue a bit of
a political football. 

Is it not time that this area of narrow
streets has a vehicle size and weight
restriction introduced, except for emergency
vehicles? And even Planning Inspectors made
to recognize them. 
As to the quality (or not) of the works, it

is understood that similar poor tarmac jobs
have been carried out recently elsewhere.
This seems to be a false economy and
surely the current policy at County Hall
needs urgent review.    
Please let us know if you have witnessed

similar instances in your neighbourhood.
Eric Roberts

T
Midsummer’s nightmares 
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A close shave

Piling on the pressureRed peril
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new uses and ensure they have the right
energy efficiency measures to support the
Government’s zero carbon objectives.

Over to you
These are merely edited highlights of what
the Government has in store. Full details of

the proposed reforms can be seen here:
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/gov
ernment/uploads/system/uploads/attachme
nt_data/file/907956/Planning_for_the_Futur
e_web_accessible_version.pdf
This contains a public consultation on 26

proposals. A working group has been
considering the Society’s response. 
Do please respond to the consultation

individually by 29 October and let the
Society know your views.
To assist you, Civic Voice have extracted

the 26 proposals and consultation
questions into a separate document
available here:
http://www.civicvoice.org.uk/uploads/files/
White_Paper_proposals_and_questions.pdf

Michael Fookes

‘Planning for the Future’, continued


