
or most of us lockdown has brought fear, loss, 
disruption and boredom. It will not be a year to 
remember fondly. But it does offer a unique

opportunity to make changes for the better. How do we
retain our re-discovered sense of community, of respect and
concern for neighbours and strangers? How do we hold on to
the calm of clear skies, quieter streets, and our new-found
appreciation of nature’s power to adapt itself and uplift us?

When this is all over, we won’t want to return to
normal. We will want something better.
In St Albans, we could indeed have cleaner air, safer and

quieter streets and, yes, traffic that flows more freely. The
Healthy Streets initiative identifies 10 desirable features of a
street, from being easy to cross to having places to sit. We
can have this if we build on efforts to prioritise non-
motorised transport over motorised. We need to recognise
the madness of allocating 30 per cent or more of our
outside space to cars that are either parked or driving short
distances with single occupants.
This isn’t anti-car, it’s pro people. We’re all walkers, or

wheelchair users, or pushchair occupants. We all suffer from
fumes and pollution, from noise and, when we do need to
drive, from congestion.
One of many ways to achieve this is with Low Traffic

Neighbourhoods (LTNs), where through-traffic is discouraged
or prevented. We’ve had a taste of LTNs during lockdown,
with vehicle access restricted in a couple of streets in St
Albans. While these measures can be controversial for some,
I’m glad to see it being tried. When it’s done well, the result is
transformative. Outside space stops being a battle between
vehicles and pavement users. People of all ages can feel more

comfortable spending time
outside, and more inclined to
choose ‘active travel’ such as
walking and cycling.
This becomes a virtuous circle because as people feel less

tied to their cars, car clubs and car sharing become more
viable. The total number of cars is reduced. Outside space
becomes more pleasant, and so the circle continues. It’s
great news that St Albans Council is launching a new
electric-vehicle car club soon.
Another way is making 20mph the default speed limit

within the City. This idea is
sweeping the UK, and is already
common in Europe. The key benefit
is not actually speed reduction,
but the signal this measure sends
to the community that this is a
place where we drive respectfully
in a shared space. I’m delighted
that the 20’s Plenty for St Albans
campaign, that I started a while

ago, is now under new management and campaigning hard.
Finally, a better St Albans is not all about traffic. I’m

excited to be part of the Wilder St Albans project, which will
connect green-minded people and groups from across the
district, and co-ordinate a huge new effort to restore our
natural environment. Watch out for this, and join in!
Having had change forced upon us in the pandemic, we

can emerge from it into a community that is happier and
healthier. If that sounds good to you, then make sure your
voice is heard.

We can build a better St Albans 
Simon Grover is Councillor for St Peter’s Ward and Leader of 
the Green & Independent Group on St Albans District Council. 
Here he talks about a greener future for St Albans.
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The Bond Street 
of St Albans 

G 

POSTSCRIPT: A Hertfordshire County Council petition has been set up by a group 
of local businesses asking HCC to undertake a public consultation for a wider permanent
city centre pedestrianisation of St Albans which would include George Street.
You can read more about the petition and sign it if you agree with it here:
https://democracy.hertfordshire.gov.uk/mgEPetitionDisplay.aspx?ID=80&RPID=3213625&
HPID=3213625

distancing as well as room to stroll. College and Spicer
Streets could have a large vehicle restriction except for
emergency, for example fire engine access. Romeland could
be returned to exclusive resident and visitor/shopper
parking only as it once was. Vehicles and coaches unable or
not willing to turn at the top of the street from Verulam
Road would be able to use a West to East route via High
Street and the Peahen Junction at least during the peak
hours until 10am and after 4pm on Mondays to Fridays.
Nothing has been decided. It will be for the County and

Local Councils and elected representatives to determine
what might take place. The Civic Society, however, would
like to have the views and suggestions of organisations,
traders, Residents’ Associations and individuals on this
matter, so it can better represent them.
Please remember, the focus is on George Street and

making it even better, thus securing its future as part of the
Cathedral Quarter experience.
Please email your responses by 31st December 2020 to:

stalbanscivicsociety@gmail.com 
Jill Singer

Illustrations Angela Mellen 

The pedestrianisation of George Street
Phase 1

1 & 3 seats with planters and 
2 covered for pop up canopy for mini market/events

Possible pedestrianisation 
of High Street Phase 2

Coaches 
and cars 
drop off 

point

eorge Street, in the heart of the Cathedral Quarter, 
was once referred to as the ‘Bond Street’ of 
St Albans. Time has changed things somewhat but

the street still holds special appeal and potential. Before
COVID, when the street was open to traffic, footfall was
often poor. In recent years some shops have been converted
into residences, while others are now empty. Concern has
been expressed over the future of the remaining shops. But
concern is not enough. 
The pandemic has brought emergency powers that

closed George Street to traffic in order to enable effective
social distancing. Whilst it is early days in strange
circumstances footfall appears to have improved. Free from
having to dodge passing traffic people are appreciating the
street and what it has to offer more. Could things be made
even better and thus establishing it as a ‘must visit’
destination to browse, shop and spend leisure time in?
St Albans Civic Society is proposing ideas on how this

might be achieved. There are various options in respect of
traffic flows, particularly for large vehicles using this part of
the historic Conservation Area. Such options could affect
nearby narrow streets, Romeland and the role and status of
High Street.
The plan shows set-down and pick-up areas for cars at

both ends, for mini-buses only at the south end, and for
coaches at the north end only. Delivery vehicles would
arrive before 10am and after 8pm. There would be room for
al fresco eating, displays and stalls. The street surface
(material to be decided) would be level, thus avoiding any
trip hazard on kerbs. The plan would enable social
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Unitary Authority – good or bad idea?  
uly saw Hertfordshire County Council launch a pre-
emptive strike against St Albans and the nine other 
district and borough councils within Hertfordshire, 
proposing they should be replaced with one or perhaps

two unitary authorities.
There are already 55 unitary authorities in England -

Cornwall and Luton are examples –
which are responsible for all council
services in their areas. The much-
delayed Devolution White Paper is
expected to herald re-structuring of
local government and encourage
more unitary authorities. Their
objectives include reducing the cost
and complexity of local governance, and
deliveringmoremodern and responsive
services to the council-tax payer.
Hertfordshire County Council

believe structural reform of local
government can provide stronger and
more accountable leadership,
improve financial stability through
cost savings by removing duplication,
increasing efficiency and joining up
approaches to public service delivery.
Early estimates have identified

potential savings of up to £100m per
year through re-organisation into a
single new unitary organisation, or a
potential saving of £70m year-on-year
from the creation of two new unitary
councils to cover Hertfordshire.
Taken by surprise, the Leaders of all

10 district and borough councils in
Hertfordshire rallied together and
commissioned Survation to carry out
a phone poll of 2,030 people
throughout the county to gauge
public opinion on the County
Council’s proposals.

KEY FINDINGS WERE:

n 59% of residents strongly opposed the creation of a single
unitary council across the county, with only 12% supporting it.
n 80% of people believe their area would be better served
by a local council than a single county wide unitary.
n 4 in 5 people said now is not the right time to make
changes to the structure of local government.
n When asked about services currently provided by district
councils, such as refuse collection and housing, 75% of
residents said these would be better delivered by their local
council than a single county wide unitary.
n 76% of residents were concerned that their voice may not
be heard by a county wide unitary.

District and Borough Councils expressed deep concern at
the County Council’s move, saying that the middle of a
pandemic is not the right time to change long established
council structures and any future proposals should be
developed collaboratively by all the councils, in consultation
with local people.

In a joint statement in October,
Leaders of the District and Borough
Councils went on to say: “COVID-19
has shown us that localised
solutions are often the most
effective, and the spirit of
devolution is that democratic
decisions affecting people’s lives
should be made where they are
most effective and have the greatest
impact, rather than in potentially
unwieldy and arbitrary ‘super
councils’.”
Interestingly it appears Survation

were not asked to canvas opinion
on the possible creation of two
unitary councils to cover our
geographically sprawling county
and its 1.2 million residents. A
single unitary authority would be
the largest in England. Creating, for
example, a South West Hertfordshire
Council and a North East
Hertfordshire Council might be
seen as a more realistic proposal.
Currently district councils

provide services such as planning,
environmental health, bin
collection, housing and licensing,
while the county council provides
services such as education,
libraries, social care, highways and
the fire service. There will always be
debate whether this division is
right, but there are some services
which benefit greatly from being

delivered at district level where councillors and officers 
are more in touch with local needs, concerns and
characteristics.
For the Civic Society planning would definitely be one

such service. It would surely not be right for planning
applications in St Albans district to be decided in a remote
part of the county either by officers or councillors the
majority of whom would lack good day-to-day knowledge of
our area. Another concern would be how to make our voice
heard on local issues by a larger, more remote council. And
would it simply dilute St Albans’ identity as a city?

Michael Fookes

?

J
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ack in August of this year the Trustees raised their 
concern with the Council about the failure to 
replace trees that were felled in the Conservation

Areas. When permission is currently given for a tree to be
felled for a new development in a conservation area there is
no condition requiring the planting of a replacement. The
standard text, when permission is granted to remove a tree
in a conservation area by Planning and Building Control,
reads: “Replacement with appropriate species is strongly
encouraged by this Council so that the visual amenity of
the Conservation Area is maintained in future”.
It was felt that the Council should be more rigorous - not

just ‘encouraging’ the replacement of lost trees but making it
a requirement to replant. Some members thought that, during
this time of climate crisis, a greening policy requiring that two
trees be planted for each tree removed would be appropriate. 
The legislation regarding the felling of trees in

conservation areas comes under the Town & Country
Planning Act 1990 (TCPA), which has now been further

elucidated and interpreted by the Government's Planning
Practice Guidance (6 March 2014) which states that a local
planning authority (LPA) can only require a replacement tree
if the tree to be felled has a Tree Preservation Order (TPO).
If a tree in a conservation area is not covered by a TPO,

written notice of the proposed felling has to be given to the
LPA at least six weeks before the work starts. This gives the
authority an opportunity to consider protecting the tree
with a TPO.
In the guidance under the heading How does the local

authority decide whether a tree in a conservation area
merits a Tree Preservation Order? the guidance states: “The
authority’s main consideration should be the amenity of
the tree. In addition, authorities must pay special attention
to the desirability of preserving or enhancing the character
or appearance of the conservation area”.
As ‘amenity’ is not defined in law, it seems there is the

opportunity for authorities to ‘exercise their judgment’ when
deciding whether it is within their powers to make a TPO on
any tree about to be felled in a conservation area. The Society
believes there is an opportunity for St Albans City and District
Council to confirm its commitment to a green sustainability
policy by establishing ‘amenity criteria’ to ensure any trees

lost in a conservation area are
compulsorily replaced by applying
TPOs to threatened trees.
In a letter the Society has stated it
would be very happy to work with
the Council in determining how
‘amenity’ might be defined for St
Albans conservation areas. Let’s
hope this comes to fruition and
trees to be removed in conservation
areas will in the future be
compulsorily replaced.

Tim Boatswain

B

P

Replacing trees in a
Conservation Area 

lanning law is in the news again with the Government
proposing ‘a new vision’ for England’s planning 
system with their White Paper Planning for the Future

and their consultation on the proposed changes. The Civic
Society has responded to the questionnaire and alarm bells
are ringing as some of the new laws could make it even harder
for people to engage with the
planning process.
The Society is not alone in

expressing concern. As our MP
Daisy Cooper made clear in her
talk to members at our recent
Zoom AGM, there are cross-
party objections to the proposal
coming from many MPs.
The Civic Society monitors

the St Albans planning
applications lists. In a typical

Planning to get easier or harder?

Continued on the next page

Mistletoe anyone?

Under wraps... ...under construction
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‘Planning to get easier or harder’, continued opportunity – even if they could afford to. The Government’s
proposals don’t change this.
The White Paper alludes to a reduced role for planning

committees. There is to be an increased use of delegated
powers by council officers. Thus, no chance to liaise with
your elected representatives.
All this coupled with some algorithm (much in vogue at

the moment!) that ends up with St Albans having to build
yet more houses, thus threatening even more of the Green
Belt. This is not good. At least the Government has since
agreed under pressure to look again at the algorithm.
Fortunately, our MP, along with many others, is on the

case. But will Government listen or is the consultation
merely a box ticking exercise?
To read the Society’s response to the Government White

Paper please go to:
www.stalbanscivicsociety.net/wp-
content/uploads/2020/10/SACSResposnetoPFF28102020.pdf 

Eric Roberts

Revitalising our rare chalk stream 
he Chairman of the Ver Valley Society, John Pritchard,
gave a fascinating insight into the River Ver and the 
work of his Society in the first of the Civic Society’s

programme of Zoomed talks.
It was a timely look at the River as stakeholder engagement

on the plans for its rejuvenation is anticipated to begin in
April with public consultation to follow later in 2021.
The River Ver is one of around only 200 chalk rivers in the

world. They are fed from chalk aquifers and when in a good
state their naturally crystal-clear waters support a huge diversity
of habitats and wildlife. Their rarity and importance have
resulted in them being described as ‘England’s Rainforest’. 
Sadly, the Ver and the lakes in Verulamium Park are not in

a good state and this triggered plans to put matters right. In
St Albans the river channel has been heavily modified over
the years and its concrete banks mean it cannot support the

T habitats it should. In places the river channel has been moved
to support industry such as mills. This has led to an artificially
wide and straight channel and consequently a sluggish flow.
This has also contributed to a heavy build-up of silt. 
The record low ground water level of recent years and

continuing abstraction resulted last year in large stretches of
the river drying up. Though, interestingly, since the
demonstration by over 200 people in late September the
same year there have been large amounts of rain leading to
some flooding this year. In October alone rainfall was 282
percent higher than normal and there is at present four or
five times the usual amount of flow in the river bringing
fresh, well oxygenated water. An example of people power?
Plans for improvements include clearing overshadowing

trees which prevent the growth of chalk stream plants, and

year it looks at around 300 plans and makes a representation
on about 10 percent of them. It encourages as many people
as possible to become involved but the process is already
less than a level playing field.
The presumption for any planning application is that it

should be approved. Thus, if no representation is made your
consent is assumed. In order to get a plan refused,
objections need to be on planning grounds that the Council
can use to support a refusal decision. It is not a question of
how many people ‘voted’ for and how many against, things
at the planning application stage are not that simple. Take,
for example, the recent City Centre Opportunity Site South
plan. The time for any votes for or against has gone, any
objection now needs to be on precise planning grounds.
The presumption to approve makes it difficult for would-

be objectors even under the present rules. For while an
applicant can appeal a refusal, objectors have no such

Continued on the next page



St Albans Civic Society Newsletter   Winter 2020 stalbanscivicsociety@gmail.com www.stalbanscivicsociety.net

It is a huge honour to be elected as your Chairman and I will
do all I can to fulfil that trust while being all too conscious
that Tim is a very hard act to follow.
Societies such as St Albans Civic Society are hugely

important in providing a collective voice which can be
influential in persuading councils to make planning decisions
that make places more attractive and distinctive. Membership
of societies like ours is important as it gives you an opportunity
both to learn more about your locality and to contribute to
the wellbeing and healthy development of our city. The
number of members we have is important as the more
members we have the greater our influence. So, increasing
our membership is key.
COVID-19 has played havoc with our lives and is likely to

restrict our activities for a few months yet but it has also
provided an opportunity to accelerate some of the changes
that are pivotal in delivering our response to the climate
emergency, such as increased pedestrianisation. Equally it

Freda Chaloner recently took up the chairmanship of the
Society. In addition to the Civic Society and Conservation 50,
she is a Director of St Albans District Credit Union and an
active member of St Albans U3A. She loves her home city.

A word in your ear 

Continued on the next page

has accelerated some
critical challenges
around the viability of
retail and hospitality
businesses. Alongside all
of that are development of a new Local Plan, design and
development of the remaining City Centre Opportunity
Sites and a proposed new City Centre Vision. So big changes
are coming in the next few years and we should all have an
opportunity to contribute to the development of our
beautiful city.
We can of course all get involved as individuals but

collectively we can have a larger voice. Tim Boatswain has
done a great job in building relationships with the Council
and that is something that I want to build on. Such a
relationship is always tricky – on the one hand the risk is
that we can be seen as too negative and so not consulted,

returning the river to a more natural, narrower course which
should result in a cleaner gravel bed. New wetland areas are
also planned providing habitat for more diverse wildlife.
The Environment Agency has contributed £300,000 to the

feasibility study and detailed design for Phase One of the
project, which will cover the lakes and the part of the river

within Verulamium Park. A further £2.2million from the
council and £250,000 from Affinity Water has also been
allocated. There has been no mention of the £6million
which was my understanding of the estimated cost of the
whole project. We await developments.
The following link has details of the proposals including

timing. www.stalbans.gov.uk/revitalising-river-ver
Moragh Ormiston

‘Revitalising our rare chalk stream’, continued

At a time of significant shop closures throughout the UK it is
heartening to welcome five new shops to the city. We wish
them all well in these challenging times.

Businesses come to St Albans
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Membership Matters
To join or renew membership
Subscriptions remain unchanged and are renewable 
on 1 April each year.

lndividual  £10

Family (2 or more) £15

Pensioner/Student/Unwaged £7

Residents’ Association Free*

Corporate  £50

*Free affiliation. Individual members of a RA can join the 
Society at the above rates.

To join or check payment details please contact the
Membership Secretary Moragh Ormiston, Thatched House,
Abbey Mill End, St Albans AL3 4HN  01727 865421.

The Society acknowledges with gratitude the support from
the following Corporate Members:

n Austin Trueman Associates
n Christopher Place Shopping Centre
n Debenhams Ottaway
n Milligan Knight Architects
n National Pharmacy Association

The Society’s regular programme of talks for members
are currently being delivered via Zoom. 

Forthcoming talks are listed below and nearer the time of
each event all members for whom we have an email address
will be contacted and invited to register to ‘attend’ and will
then receive joining instructions. 

Thursday 14 January
An informal meeting to introduce the new committee
and to discuss current issues. 

Thursday 11 February
Mac Quinton will give a talk on the architect 
Sir Frederick Gibberd with particular reference to 
St Albans and the Arena.

Thursday 11 March
Johanna Gibbons, of J & L Gibbons LLP, will give a talk on
Landscaping in the City.

Thursday 15 April
Sara Crofts, The Woodland Trust will give a talk on 
The Role of Trees in Cities.

Thursday 13 May
Tim Boatswain, President of St Albans Civic Society, 
will give a talk on Greening the City.

Online talks in the 
comfort of your home

Introducing the 
new committee
At our virtual AGM in October the following 
were duly elected:

Chairman Freda Chaloner
Treasurer Jon Bullock
Secretary Robert Osborne
Committee Members Mary Conneely

Peter Newby 
Moragh Ormiston 
Eric Roberts
Jill Singer

When it met subsequently the new committee agreed to 
co-opt the following members on to the committee: 
Fiona Couper, Michael Fookes and Robert Pankhurst.

Our retiring Chairman, Tim Boatswain, was elected as 
our new President and Geraint John has agreed to be
Emeritus President of the Civic Society.

In order to avoid any possible confusion or misunderstanding members
are respectfully asked that, should they be involved in any meeting or
activity where they declare they are a member of this Society, they make
it clear that their attendance and any opinion expressed does not
automatically represent those of the Society’s Committee. The
Committee can always be contacted for advice, information and update
on any matter by any member. Equally, the Society wishes to make it clear
that when it is consulted about any item this should not be automatically
deemed as leading to consent.

The St Albans Civic Society is on Twitter. 
Follow us at @stalbancivicsoc

‘A word in your ear’, continued

and on the other as simply being a tick box for the Council.
Our objective is to be seen as a critical friend, always
constructive but not afraid to be brutally frank when we
think a proposal is quite wrong. The Committee does have
an important part to play but all of you do too. You do not
need to be a Committee member to play an active part and
if you are not able to take on specific responsibilities then
your opinions will always be welcome. 
If our representations are to be the best that they can be

and to carry weigh, then they need to be the product of as
wide a discussion as possible. Clear evidence of our ability to
influence constructively will of course be a critical measure
of success but I see two other key measures of success for
my period as Chairman to be the extent to which we have
greater involvement from existing members and the extent
to which we have grown our membership. Current
restrictions mean physical meetings are not possible but we
are arranging virtual meetings. So please get involved as
much as you are able to.

Freda Chaloner


