EERA Review of the East of England Plan

Draft Response of Berkhamsted Town Council

 Question 1 – Do you think we’ve chosen the right growth scenarios to consider?  If not, what other scenario(s) should we consider and why?

We note that a submission resulting from the call for proposals is a site (ref. CP69) to the south of Berkhamsted, with an estimated size of 2,000 dwellings. We do not support this proposal for the following reasons:

1. Berkhamsted is not designated as a Key Centre for Development and Change (KCDC), but falls under Policy SS4 of the adopted RSS (Towns other than Key Centres and Rural Areas). This policy does not form part of the current review.  Policy SS4 requires consideration to be given only to development 'which is sympathetic to local character and of an appropriate scale and nature in relation to local housing and employment need.'  Developing land to the south of Berkhamsted for c2,000 new dwellings would fail these policy tests.  
2. Based on an analysis by DCLG, Berkhamsted only requires  a growth rate of  about 30 dwellings a year between 2006 and 2031 (giving rise to 750 in total over the period) to maintain the population,  allowing for the predicted change in household size.  This can be accommodated within the urban boundary of Berkhamsted and so green field release of the size indicated by this proposal will not be needed in the town over the timescale envisaged.
3. While there is a shortage of open space and greenery in Berkhamsted the areas to the south and east of the town, although not part of the statutory AONB, nevertheless contribute to Berkhamsted’s intrinsic character and provide a naturally green gateway to the town. These areas are vitally important to the envelope perspective when they are viewed from either side of the hillscape. Berkhamsted is set within a valley with strong landscape features on either side. Development on this site would be on the top of a ridge, would be highly visible and would destroy the envelope views.  Indeed the green perspective was thought to be so important that when the A41 by-pass was constructed it was sunk and cut though the hillside so as to be invisible from across the valley.   This envelope view and the gradual progression from an urban to rural landscape should be retained as an important feature of our landscape. This progression from urban to rural is recognised in the current local plan by a move away from high to low density housing as we progress from town to the semi rural borders. 
4. The impact of this proposed site on the rural gateway to Berkhamsted and the semi rural environment is important. Dacorum is one of the few local authorities to have detailed character and landscape area assessments. In the Dacorum Landscape Character Assessment the areas to the south and west of the town are identified as constituting the “Ashlyns and Wigginton Plateau” whose key characteristics consist of a gently undulating plateau, parkland, grassland and ley crops and extensive mixed woodland. The recommendation of the Landscape Assessment (which is currently Supplementary Planning Guidance) is to “improve and preserve” this zone. We feel this is integral to preserving the character of Berkhamsted. 
5. Development on this site would erode a buffer between the A41 bypass and the existing built up area.
6. This land has a poor relationship between town centre services and facilities, employment land and the railway station. 
7. The call for proposals response suggests that it has a capacity of 1500 houses “on an estimated minimal 35 and 40 dwellings per hectare.”  To achieve 2000 dwellings would require densities of 47 per hectare.  This site lies on the edge of the town, and the Borough’s Urban Design Guidelines require that peripheral areas of the town, in particular those areas of the town immediately adjacent to this site be of a very low density, c. 15 dwellings per hectare.  At this density the site could only accommodate c. 650 dwellings.  
This site should receive no further consideration.
Question 2:  Do you have any comments on the four growth scenarios?

Even with the low growth scenarios 1 and 2, further consideration must be given to local infrastructure, together with its funding and delivery. 
A study commissioned by all Hertfordshire authorities estimates that to provide growth at the lowest rate (Scenarios 1and 2) of the review investment in infrastructure of at least £5b. (approx. half the amount being expended on the 2012 Oympics) will be needed – much of this would be required in advance of the completion of the housing in the plan. 

Shortage of infrastructure has already become apparent in Berkhamsted, but no funding is forthcoming to cover the deficit. The Berkhamsted infrastructure cannot support the current level of development, let alone any growth.  Current deficiencies include the drainage and sewage system, electricity overloads, parking facilities, traffic congestion and local medical and elderly care.  There is, in addition, a well documented shortage of public Open Space in the town which is below other comparable locations. This has been accompanied, recently, by a steady loss of gardens, due to infilling, which is also leading to a degradation of amenity space and ecological corridors.

Question 3:  What is your preferred growth scenario and why?

The Council’s preference would be for Scenario 1 or 2 for the reasons set out under Question 2. 

Question 4:  Do you agree we have covered all the regional impacts of the four scenarios that have been identified?  If not, what else should we have addressed?

The Council has no comment to make on this issue. 

EERA’S Question 5:  Do you agree that the vision and objectives of the current Plan remain suitable for the revised Plan.  If not, what changes would you make and why?

No comment.  
Question 6:  Do you have any evidence to suggest that policies other than those identified need to be updated or created?

No comment.
Supplementary Question 7:  Do you have any comments on the sub-area profiles?

No comment.
  

Supplementary Question 8:  Do you have any comments on the Integrated Sustainability Appraisal. Is there any further information that should be taken into account?

No comment.
