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Editorial 
 
The sky has not fallen in, and the centre of 
Hitchin is safe, for a time at least. No further 
application was made by developer Simons, 
and the scheme will not proceed. Under con-
sideration now is a scheme which, it is hoped, 
will refurbish Churchgate and draw more peo-
ple to the town. This represents a triumph for 
the democratic process, with all our local so-
cieties working together to oppose a scheme 
which we all felt would bring disaster to local 
business and leave us with a huge white ele-
phant – the so-called ‘anchor store’, aestheti-
cally a monolithic mass in our organically de-
veloped town centre – in our midst. 
 
On the other hand, certain other schemes are 
afoot which will draw  far more people to the 
town as new residents, as we consider where, 
and how many, new homes to build. A few 
miles away, people struggle to convince us of 
the benefits of an enlarged airport.  
 
We are surrounded by instability: instability of 
climate, economic instability (though you could 
perhaps argue that forecast growth of 0.6% is 
not instability) and political instability just about 
everywhere.  Yet in a sense nothing has 
changed. Despite the recession(s), we still 
strive for growth. Is perhaps growth of 0.6% 
something to be embraced rather than regret-
ted? From the very first cities, growth – ex-
pressed as a surplus of output – was what 
made a city vibrant, made it the place to be, 
enriched its inhabitants. But because it’s al-
ways been like that, is it right? 
 
A friend said over lunch “Actually I think a big-
ger Luton airport would be a good idea. It 
would bring more jobs.”  Aside from its immedi-
ate environmental impacts – noise, pollution, 
and the lack of a supporting transport infra-
structure in North Herts. – why is it not a good 
idea? One would argue simply that it is a good 
idea because it is, in itself, growth, attracting 
more people to travel, more people to journey 
here. So what’s the problem with growth? 
 
The problem is that there are no longer major 
checks to growth. China is in a phase of im-
mense growth, and is effectively emptying its 
countryside into its cities. As city dwellers they 
buy beds, toasters, televisions, phones, cars .. 
Where does it stop? Infant mortality has plum-
meted, the last major epidemic was outside our 
lifetimes (European influenza, 1918) and the 
impact of war and genocide on the population 
of the planet as a whole has declined. 

So what has this got to do with Hitchin?   I 
would suggest that  growth is now insidiously 
irrelevant to Hitchin, and to almost everywhere 
else. Whether  the town has  thirty thousand or 
sixty thousand inhabitants, shops are becom-
ing irrelevant. I can buy CDs on line, or just 
download the music itself.  I can buy my gro-
ceries on line, my holiday, I don’t need a real 
newspaper when I can read a downloaded 
copy  anywhere I choose.  
 
So what is the long-term future of town cen-
tres?  They seem likely to become the homes 
of ‘shops’ where you conduct personal transac-
tions – buying shoes, perhaps, or having your 
hair cut, or going out to eat.  Perhaps a visit to 
the cinema, as we seem to find it congenial to 
watch films in the company of others. Or per-
haps ’shops’ will become ’showrooms’, where 
we just go and look at the goods, and then pop 
home and order them over the internet.  
 
That long awaited leisure revolution is here.  
We can eat, drink and be merry in the com-
pany of our friends and acquaintances as 
much as we wish. We have all the time in the 
world, because we all now live so long, or we 
have no job to soak up the time.   The money’s 
getting a bit tight, though ...                                                              

New housing in Fishponds Road 



The District’s housing needs and Hitchin 
 
The Hitchin Society recognises and fully accepts 
the need for new housing in the area and knows 
that it will be a difficult and delicate operation to 
ensure that targets are sufficient to meet require-
ments and to satisfy a Planning Inspector, while 
at the same time ensuring that new development 
is properly planned, managed and carried out in 
the most suitable places. Although we under-
stand the complexity of this task and the difficul-
ties involved for NHDC, we do have major 
doubts about some of the issues in this consulta-
tion. 

 
1. Process 
 
We are very concerned that the whole premise 
of this consultation is seriously flawed. NHDC 
has taken the easy step of asking landowners 
and developers to offer land for house-building, 
which means that the whole process is devel-
oper-driven, rather than the council itself taking 
the initiative and asking the necessary prelimi-
nary questions.  
 
At local exhibitions and meetings, planning offi-
cers have justified this course of action by main-
taining that other councils have done the same 
and that it would be too expensive and time-
consuming to seek proactively sites which would 
fit in with a strategic approach. Nevertheless, 
surely a more appropriate method would have 
been for planning officers to start the process by 
asking really basic questions such as the follow-
ing: 

·      Where do we, the planning experts, think 
the best strategic locations are for new 
house-building? 

·      Given that North Hertfordshire is situated 
so close to the boundaries with Bedford-
shire, Cambridgeshire and Stevenage, 
how do we deal with cross-boundary is-
sues (for instance, but not exclusively. 
sites east of Luton and west of Steve-
nage, the latter of which is back on the 
agenda since this consultation began)? It 
is clear from Part 1of the council’s docu-
mentation (Housing Numbers) that there 
has been initial contact with neighbour-
ing authorities, but it is not yet clear how 
far NHDC is considering co-operation 
with them, as the NPPF recommends 
authorities should do when drawing up 
their Local Plans.  

·      Do we wish to see towns and villages ex-
panded to merge with each other, or do 
we wish to preserve individual settle-
ments? 

·      Do we think that the Green Belt 
around our existing settlements 
should be preserved entirely, partially 
or hardly at all? 

·      How can we make best use of exist-
ing infrastructure to promote genu-
inely sustainable development? 

·      Should we be considering the estab-
lishment of a new settlement some-
where in the district, rather than add-
ing larger or smaller plots of land to 
existing settlements? 

·      How do we prioritise these often con-
flicting issues? 

 
Such questions do not appear to have been 
asked; certainly the public is not being con-
sulted on them. Despite the name ‘strategic’ 
being attached to the larger sites, we cannot 
see that there is any strategy involved, simply 
expediency or limited vision. If planners iden-
tified strategic locations of their own informed 
choice, with certain areas of land actually 
scheduled for development, landowners 
would probably be only too willing to sell land 
for housing, given the enormous gain com-
pared to agricultural land values. This would 
certainly be deliverable. 
 
Based on the above most fundamental con-
cern, and following directly from it, we also 
find unsatisfactory the way in which the con-
sultation has been arranged in respect of 
parts of the online questionnaire. Question 3 
asks respondents to rank the seven 
‘strategic’ sites in order of preference, with 
no opportunity given for truly strategic sug-
gestions outside the parameters offered by 
the landowners and developers. Similarly, 
question 5, asking respondents which mix of 
given sites they would use, allows no leeway 
for more independent opinions and ‘thinking 
outside the box’. 
  
Is it right that decisions of such magnitude 
for the future of the district should effectively 
be made by opportunistic and self-interested 
land-owners and developers? We think not, 
that NHDC is abrogating its responsibility in 
this regard. 
 
2. Housing Targets 
 
We sympathise with the council’s fears of the 
Local Plan being considered ‘unsound’ by an 
inspector and can understand why NHDC 
settled on the number of 10,700 for its new 
housing target. Its thinking (as set out in Part 
1: Housing Numbers) seems reasonable on 



However, the NPPF requires councils to take 
into consideration, when setting targets, the fact 
that Green Belt issues will be a constraint. Also, 
all the data and projections used by the council 
and ORS derive from information available prior 
to the 2011 census and therefore may not be as 
robust as is thought. As the complete set of 
data from the census will not become available 
until October this year, we realise that the coun-
cil is in a dilemma, needing to complete its Lo-
cal Plan as quickly as possible, to satisfy the 
government and also to avoid the danger of op-
portunism on the part of developers trying to 
slip through a gap in the Plan before it is com-
pleted. 
 
Under those circumstances, we feel that it 
might be preferable for the council to concen-
trate now on the shorter term and plan for the 
longer term once more detailed, up to date in-
formation on population, employment and mi-
gration trends is available. 
 
3. Proposed Sites 
 
The Hitchin Society does not propose to join in 
the game of comparing the merits or otherwise 
of all the ‘strategic’ and non-strategic sites pro-
posed by NHDC on behalf of landowners and 
developers, because we do not feel that this is 
the right way to proceed (see Section 1). We in-
tend to confine our comments to the huge site 
located to the South West of Hitchin. 
 
This site comprises approximately 50% of the 
area which Hitchin occupies today and would 
therefore drastically change the town of Hitchin 
and its hinterland. The Hitchin Society is totally 
opposed to such a proposal, for the following 
reasons: 
 
3.1 Infrastructure – The section of the NHDC 
documentation dealing with this site refers to an 
Infrastructure Delivery Plan (2.18 – 2.21). This 
plan acknowledges the need for new schools, 
neighbourhood centres, etc. and admits that the 
capacity of the fire station and the Hitchin Sew-
age Treatment Works ‘require further investiga-
tion’. It is our understanding that Anglian Water 
said some years ago of the sewage works that 
enlargement was not possible on the present 
site and that a new site would be needed – 
where would this be? 
 
The result of the Transport Modelling (2.22 – 
2.23) illustrates another difficulty with this pro-
posal. A by-pass might, but would not neces-
sarily, ease congestion in the town centre – 
NHDC admits that there would still be pinch 

points in the town and at junctions 7 and 8 of 
the A1(M). Access to the town centre would 
not be straightforward for the residents of such 
a new development - the amount of extra traf-
fic generated by a development of 6,000 – 
7,400 homes would be huge, because no part 
of this proposed development is within easy 
walking distance of the station, particularly if 
many were trying, as would almost certainly be 
the case, to get to and from the station during 
morning and evening rush hours. More park-
ing capacity would also be needed at the sta-
tion, especially if other railway land were to be 
used for housing. Clearly new roads would be 
built through any development, but when traf-
fic moving to the town centre met the original 
streets of Hitchin, there would be horrendous 
congestion, probably frequent gridlock. This 
would add unacceptably to existing noise and 
air pollution levels within the town. More car 
parks would be needed in the town centre – 
where would they go? The town is already 
choked with traffic at busy times; this proposal 
would only make it worse.  
 
We assume that the statement (2.8) about the 
path of a possible southern by-pass was pro-
vided by the developer, as any competent 
highway engineer would instantly see that 
such a route is a nonsense, economically and 
environmentally, and presumably made to jus-
tify the extent of the land proposed for hous-
ing. We are disappointed that NHDC appears 
to have reproduced such statements without 
even a cursory examination. 
 
3.2 – Green Belt, Landscape, Amenity and 
Biodiversity 
 
The land to the south and west of Hitchin is 
not only in the Green Belt, but is intimately 
connected with and vitally necessary to the life 
and character of the town. It is all but unbeliev-
able that anyone could even contemplate the 
wholesale violation of this area of countryside. 
The NPPF insists that the Green Belt should 
not be built over for insufficient reason – the 
Green Belt exists for five purposes, three of 
which are applicable to Hitchin. These are: to 
preserve the setting and special character of 
historic towns, to assist in safeguarding the 
countryside from encroachment and to pre-
vent neighbouring towns (and presumably vil-
lages too) merging into one another. These 
principles would all be utterly denied by a de-
velopment in this location. 
 
Section 9.79 of the NPPF sets out the policy 
on protection for the Green Belt: 



‘The Government attaches great importance to 
Green Belts. The fundamental aim of Green 
Belt policy is to prevent urban sprawl by keep-
ing land permanently open; the essential char-
acteristics of Green Belts are their openness 
and their permanence.’ These characteristics 
are stated twice in the same sentence, which 
clearly emphasises their importance. 
 
The NPPF speaks of previously developed land 
in many Green Belt areas, which could be put 
to more productive use, and the legislation en-
courages councils to make best use of this 
land, whilst protecting the openness of the 
Green Belt. This does not, however, apply to 
the area south and west of Hitchin, the land 
here being Grade 3 farmland, needed, as the 
Food 2030 report said, for food production. The 
NPPF contains a presumption in favour of sus-
tainable development, which it defines as hav-
ing three dimensions: economic, social and en-
vironmental. The proposal to develop a huge 
swathe of Green Belt land around Hitchin 
makes no sense in any of those three dimen-
sions, and especially not environmentally. 
 
As the NHDC document admits, a development 
here would have impacts (we would say, ‘huge 
impacts’) on the landscape, potentially (we 
would say, ‘inevitably’) on the adjacent AONB, 
on the designated Archaeological Area and on 
neighbouring Conservation Areas. The Land-
scape Assessment acknowledges the high or 
moderate sensitivity of this whole area to devel-
opment. This is without doubt the wrong 
scheme in absolutely the wrong place.  
 
This land is not just beautiful for people to gaze 
at from their passing cars – it is actually very 
much used for recreation, and access is facili-
tated by the myriads of paths and tracks which 
criss-cross it. Hitchin has a relatively small 
amount of space within its built-up area, so the 
adjacent countryside is essential for recrea-
tional activity, serving much the same purpose 
as, say, Norton Common in Letchworth or the 
Heath for Royston. The land to the south and 
west of Hitchin is a well-used green lung for the 
residents of the town, and this space would no 
longer be accessible on foot, as it is now, if a 
huge development lay between the town and 
the suddenly distant countryside. 
 
Biodiversity would also be lost if this scheme 
were to come to pass. As the document admits, 
the area contains a number of wildlife sites and 
an SSSI. Development here would destroy the 
local distinctiveness and special character of 
this land, and the Oughtonhead Common Na-

ture Reserve and other wildlife sites would be 
ravaged. 
 
3.3 – Sustainability – The site completely over-
lays two of Hitchin’s principal sources of drink-
ing water (Wellhead and Temple End Pump-
ing Stations) and borders the third 
(Oughtonhead PS). It must therefore cover the 
Inner and much, if not all, of the Outer Protec-
tion Zones for the former, and again cover part 
of the Inner Zone for Oughtonhead. Our un-
derstanding is that the Environment Agency 
will not countenance development within an 
Inner SPZ and will demand extraordinary safe-
guards within the Outer SPZ.  
 
The site also incorporates the whole of the up-
per reaches of the River Hiz and borders the 
River Oughton. The Hiz was rescued from its 
position as one of the most at-risk rivers in the 
Anglian Region in the 1990s by an augmenta-
tion scheme and we understand that further 
improvements are planned by the Environ-
ment Agency in the interests of the natural en-
vironment and biodiversity.  
 
To propose building over such water-sensitive 
areas makes a nonsense of sustainability 
viewed from any standpoint. 
 
NHDC also claims in the section on South 
West of Hitchin (2.15) that there would be 
‘significant opportunities for sustainable en-
ergy, given the size of the development’. We 
believe that the use of ‘significant’ is a consid-
erable overstatement as low density housing 
seriously limits the opportunity for sustainable 
energy solutions. 
 
Given the water-sensitive nature of the site, 
the limited opportunity for sustainable energy 
and  the inevitability that car use will be the 
preferred method of transport, including to the 
town centre and to the station, the idea that 
this site is in any way sustainable begins to 
look somewhat far-fetched. 
 
3.4 – Proportionality – Officers at the exhibi-
tions have suggested that this argument would 
carry little weight. We, however, think that it 
should carry significant weight – brownfield 
sites and infrastructure surpluses within 
Hitchin have already been used up. There is 
now much less capacity for any further in-
creases, and this needs to be reflected in stra-
tegic planning. 
 
The total actual and estimated dwelling com-
pletions in the district between 2001 and 2021, 



as a percentage, show that Baldock has con-
tributed 5.1%, the villages 12.7%, Letchworth 
15.2%, Royston 22.9% and Hitchin 44.1%. In 
other words, Hitchin has, or will have, contrib-
uted to dwellings in the district almost half as 
much again as Royston and over eight times as 
much as Baldock. In which case, Hitchin should 
not, as a matter of equity, have to contribute 
such a huge amount as these latest proposals 
might expect. The NHDC Core Strategy 
(Preferred Options Paper 2007), whose policy 
wording, according to the NHDC website, still 
represents the council’s latest published think-
ing for new policies to be incorporated into the 
new Local Plan, refers to the public consultation 
at the time and states at 2.22 that: ‘The most 
popular of these alternatives was the propor-
tionate growth of the towns and villages. Our 
preferred option is based on this principle, al-
though strict proportionality is unlikely to be 
achieved given the differing types and availabil-
ity of sites around the towns. However, the pre-
ferred distribution does try to give appropriate 
levels of growth to all the towns and villages.’ 
As this policy has not been superseded, we 
would expect it to be adhered to, if not in the 
letter of the law, then at least in the spirit.. 
 
4. Conclusion 
 
Referring again to the Preferred Options paper 
of 2007, the first section of the ‘Hitchin Dis-
counted Options’ states: ‘The main discounted 
option at Hitchin is the major expansion of the 
town to the south-west. This has been sug-
gested as a way of funding a southern bypass 
to the town, linking the A505 Offley Road with 
the A602 Stevenage Road. Whilst it is acknowl-
edged that such a road could reduce traffic on 
Offley Road and Stevenage Road, the quantity 
of housing required to fund it is considered too 
high a price.’ We hope that NHDC will stick to 
its principles on this. 
 
However, the new houses have to be built 
somewhere, and wherever that may be, people 
will object, not least because the council’s pres-
ent choice of so-called ‘strategic’ sites will be  
recognised as purely arbitrary, with no founda-
tion in logic or equity, and will therefore encour-
age respondents towards a reaction verging on 
nimbyism. 
 
The Hitchin Society therefore suggests that it 
would be more appropriate for NHDC to take 
the courageous but sensible step of naming 
and investigating some sites that really are stra-
tegic, on one of which a totally new settlement 
could be built. These sites must, of course, be 

genuinely sustainable, so obvious possibilities 
are areas close to and easily accessible from 
existing stations. Such areas, which should at 
least be considered on their merits, include 
land to the north of Baldock and its station, 
land to the south of Royston and its station 
and, perhaps most obviously, land around 
Ashwell station, where the existing rail network 
could carry new residents eastwards to Cam-
bridge with its university and Science Park, or 
southwards towards Stevenage and London. 
This last suggestion might well mean joint 
working with South Cambridgeshire, which 
NHDC could find challenging, but this option 
should not be dismissed out of hand. 
 
We reiterate that we would like to see the 
council addressing the housing needs of its 
area in a much more proactive and genuinely 
strategic way. 
 
 

—|— 

Jargon buster 
AONB: Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty 
NPPF: National Planning Policy Framework 
ORS: Office of Regional Statistics 
SPZ: Simplified Planning Zone 
SSSI: Site of Special Scientific Interest 



SOCIETY EVENT PROGRAMME 
 

Unless otherwise stated, meetings are held at 
The British Schools Museum, Queen Street, 
Hitchin on the third Monday of the month start-
ing at 8.00 pm, with refreshments from 7.30 
pm.   
The meetings always include a brief presenta-
tion and discussion on matters of interest to the 
Hitchin Society, including planning issues af-
fecting the town and the surrounding area. 
 
Monday 20 May 2013 
The Manchester Ship Canal, a talk with slides 
by Richard Thomas  
 
Wednesday 29 May 2013  
This year's coach outing is “The Towns and Vil-
lages of mainly Suffolk and a little of Norfolk.”  
There will be a stop for coffee at a vineyard and 
about two hours for lunch at Harleston, an old 
market town.  An afternoon stop for tea will be 
arranged.   
Please note the coach is scheduled to leave 
Woodside car park at 8 30 am 
The cost of the coach tour is £21- including 
morning coffee.  Please send your cheque pay-
able to The Hitchin Society to Daphne Birch at 
Firtrees, Newlands Close West, Hitchin, SG4 
9AB.   
 
Monday 17 June  2013 
Peter Hawkins will give a brief history of 
Hitchin's only department store.  He will discuss 
how the business and Hitchin have changed 
since the shop opened in 1862. 
 
Monday 8 July  2013 
Our annual public meeting as part of The 
Hitchin Festival is at The Sun Hotel 7.30 for 8 
00 pm.  Keith Fitzpatrick-Matthews will give a 
lecture with slides about “Remembering small 
things: Hitchin's material culture.”  NHDC's ar-
chaeology officer explains how we understand 
the past from small everyday items.  He will 
also discuss his role in the preparations for the 
new museum. 
 
Tickets are £5- from The Festival box Office, 
Hitchin Initiative, Churchyard, Hitchin or on the 
door subject to availability.  The Festival Box 
Office opens Thursday 13 June and postal 
bookings will need to be in by Wednesday 12 
June.    
 
Monday 19 August 2013  
This will be a social evening and details will be 
announced later.   

Saturday 24 August 2013 
The Societ y will have a stall on The Market 
Square selling books and bric-a-brac.  We 
hope to attract new members and issue leaf-
lets promoting Heritage Open days. 
 
Friday 13 - Sunday 15 September 2013  
During the Heritage Open Days Weekend the 
Society will arrange for interesting buildings in 
and around Hitchin to be open for visitors.  
From mid August you can collect a leaflet with 
a map, venues and opening times at Libraries, 
Hitchin Initiative and our Market Stall. 
 
Monday 16 September 2013  
To Be Arranged 
 
Monday 21 October 2013  
This evening we welcome Andy and Wendy 
Schneider from Jewellery By Design,  15, Sun 
Street, Hitchin.  Assisted by a brief DVD they 
will illustrate bespoke jewellery, repairs and re-
modelling at their Studio Workshop.  You are 
invited to bring an item of jewellery for inspec-
tion and discussion, but please only one piece 
per member. 
 
Monday 18 November 2013  
To Be Arranged 
 
December 2013 No Meeting 
 
 

—|— 
 
 

 
 
 
 

A warm welcome to our new members Mr & 
Mrs. S. Holloway,  Mr & Mrs. M. Paker, Mr. & 
Mrs. J. Machen, and Mr. & Mrs. Mayo.   
 
 

—|— 
 
 

From this issue onwards, the Newsletter can 
be delivered electronically, rather than as hard 
copy. If you would like to receive it  as a pdf 
file by email, do please let us have your email 
address.  
 

—|— 



Queen Street and St. Mary’s Square, 2012. 



Quiz 
We all walk around the town about our own business, and often fail to spot changes or additions to 
the townscape.  The following quiz is intended to amuse you for a little while with details of the 
town and its scenery – in this edition, not all of the photographs are right in the town centre. 
Thanks to Pansy Mitchell for devising this quiz.  Answers at foot of the next page. 



Quiz answers 
 
Top left: Western House, top of Tilehouse Street. 
Top right: 21, Bancroft 
Middle left: 40 Queen Street (has since been repainted) 
Middle right: 88, Tilehouse Street 
Bottom left: 80, Bancroft 
Bottom right: 91, Tilehouse Street 



 
 
 
 

THE HITCHIN SOCIETY 
 

Hitchin’s Civic Society since 1962 
 
 

www.hitchinsociety.org.uk 
 
 
 

President 
Mr. Paul Brenham, MBE, DL. 

 
 

Vice-President 
Dr. Adrian Haigh 

 
                    Chairman                                                                  Vice-Chairman 
                    Jane Clark                                                                Keith Montague 
 
 
 
                    Hon. Secretary                                                          Hon. Treasurer 
                    Alan Fleck                                                                 Tony Sudweeks 
 
                     

Programme Secretary 
Daphne Birch 

 
 

                    Planning Group                                                         Publicity & Events 
                    Jane Arnold                                                               Jane Clark 
                    Keith Montague                                                         Pansy Mitchell 
                    John Davies                                                              Tony Sudweeks 
 

Heritage Open Days 
Tony Sudweeks 

Dorothy Sudweeks 
Pam Skeggs 

 
 

Newsletter Editor 
Alan Fleck 

 
Website 

John Davies 
 
 

The Hitchin Society is affiliated to 
Association of North Thames Amenity Societies 

(ANTAS), CPRE,  The Hertfordshire Society, The Chiltern Society 
and Civic Voice 


