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Editorial

The last issue spoke of proposed changes to flight lanes to reduce the impact of noise on urban
areas, with the National Air Traffic Services announcing' on February 21 that they are re-
routing flight lanes over sparsely populated countryside. On the other hand the Civil Aviation
Authority and National Air Traffic Services jointly condemned? BAA’s plan to open a third
runway and sixth terminal at Heathrow to solve all Heathrow's problems, on the grounds that
there wouldn’t be enough airspace to accommodate all the air traffic.

Clearly something has got to give. We seems to have reached a point where governments are
content only to fix the symptoms, rather than treat the disease of air transport. Heathrow
currently has four stacks — essentially multi-storeys for waiting aircraft — around the capital. A
new stack is proposed for London City airport, over the Essex coast east of Maldon. If there is
no objection to a stack there, why not build a proper airport there, a new London Airport, served
by a really high-speed rail link into London? Such a plan could free up a colossal amount of
prime building land in London for housing, currently known as “Heathrow”. The Section 106
agreements for one could pay for the other ....

| drafted those two paragraphs in April, only to open The Sunday Times ° this last weekend to
discover that the concept has itself begun to take wing, gathering support from the Mayor of
London who is about to appoint a civil engineer to examine the viability of the project. Linked (as
the Sunday Times suggests) into the Channel Tunnel rail link, there is serious danger of an
integrated transport concept actually happening ... Perhaps given recent events in world-wide
banking, an estuarine “Thamesrow” could be an urgent infra-structure project to stimulate the
national economy.

This year Hitchin has become the City of Cranes, with cranes over Bridge Street and Paynes
Park, and occasional others over Paynes Park too: that over Queen Street has now left as that
site draws towards completion, as does that at the north end of Grove Road.

Meanwhile, larger scale projects such as Churchgate trickle steadily onwards, though in the light
of the current economic climate, it's unlikely that there will be much movement in the near future
as the site is scarcely viable as it stands. An application for a re-furbishment of the existing
buildings is recommended for approval, rather than a complete redevelopment of the site.
Indeed, it might be that relatively small scale, evolutionary changes to Churchgate would
provide a closer match to the commercial needs of Hitchin, and such an incremental approach
may just sit more comfortably with the grain and scale of Hitchin town centre as it has evolved
over the centuries. In contrast, the currently proposed massive redevelopment scheme is almost
pre-ordained to fail to meet the needs and expectations of Hitchin; once

built, the damage to Hitchin could never be undone.

! Times, February 21% 2008, p6.
2 Sunday Times, February 24" 2008 p.10.
® Sunday Times, November 9", 2008, p18.



It could all end in tiers: peeling the onion of Loc al Government

Local government in England is typical of so much in this country — there’s no reason for it, it
happened a long time ago and it seems to work reasonably well, so we just get on with it.
Rehearsing the history sheds little light — it just is.

The government of Britain resembles an onion, each layer enclosing another with more powers,
and interestingly with the passage of time, power itself has migrated from the outside layers
towards the core. However, to suggest they are like the layers of an onion is to imply that they
are broadly similar which relate closely to each other. That’s not the case: they are different
entities with different duties and responsibilities.

So let us briefly unpeel the onion that is local government, and examine the layers. The outer
layer is — not meaning to decry it — the Parish Meeting, and just like an onion, that outer layer is
sometimes there, and sometimes not. North Hertfordshire has six parish meetings, in Hexton,
Langley, Radwell, Kelshall, Nuthampstead and Clothall, They meet occasionally, sometimes
four times a year, sometimes only once. They can theoretically have the same roles and
responsibilities as Parish Councils, but the reality is that they are usually in rural areas and deal
with predominantly rural issues such as roads, ditches and street lighting. The Corporation of
the City of London is probably the oldest parish meeting in the country.

The next layer of the onion is the Parish Council or Town Council. In North Hertfordshire there
are twenty-six of them, in the major villages, Ashwell, Barkway, Barley, Bygrave, Caldecote &
Newnham, Codicote. Parish Councils have a wide range of powers, but they are small in scale:
such as allotments, cemeteries & crematoria, provide bus shelters, provide public clocks,
provide community centres, deal with ponds and ditches, repair and maintain public footpaths
and bridleways, light roads, provide parking, plant trees and maintain verges, provide litter bins,
provide buildings for meetings and offices, acquire land for recreational purposes, be notified of
planning applications, and a group of powers to spend money on transport schemes.* , °

Since some concern has been expressed on occasion about the apparent failure of some
committees to reflect their constituents’ views on planning applications, what do Town and
Parish Councils feel about their planning powers? Boroughbridge in Yorkshire remarks “The
council has little power but a reasonable amount of influence. A prime example of this is
planning applications. The planning authority is Harrogate Borough Council, but they give
details of every planning application within the Town to the Town Council for review and will
take into account the councillors’ comments when coming to a decision.” ® So a Town Council
will be consulted about its views on a planning application, but will have to be content with the
outcome.

The next layer was formerly the Urban District and Rural District Councils. Each of the major
towns had an Urban District Council: Hitchin, Letchworth, Baldock and Royston, and additionally
there was a Hitchin Rural District Council that covered the majority of the villages, but these
were absorbed by the setting up of the District Council in 1974. The District Council is
responsible for refuse collection and street cleansing, housing, planning, building control, car
parks, markets, parks and open spaces, cemeteries, environmental health and play areas,
sports and arts activities, homelessness, leisure centres. A District Council is a Planning
Authority, with the power to make decisions, and with some power to set the criteria against

4 Drawn from “Powers and Duties of Local Councils”,
http://www.herefordshire.gov.uk/docs/POWERS AND DUTIES OF LOCAL COUNCILS.pdf

® but see also Parish Council's own outlines of their responsibilities, e.g. Histon in Cambridgeshire
http://www.hisimp.net/council/histpar.htm, or the town of Farnham in Surrey,
http://www.farnham.gov.uk/towncouncil/which-council-does-what/farnham-town-council.html

® http://mww.boroughbridge.org.uk/process/29/CouncilResponsibilities.html




which Councillors take planning decisions: to define the Local Development Framework, to
issue Design Statements and so on.

Next layer in is the County Council which, from time to time has itself subsumed, or been
directed to subsume, powers from the outer layers. In 1948 Hertfordshire County Council took
over the running of the Fire Services of towns like Hitchin to form a county service, for example.
The County Council provides the Fire and Rescue Service, social and care services, local
transport and roads, highways, schools and education, and youth services and youth clubs.

The last layer of this particular onion is that of the Regional Development Agency, in our case
the East of England Development Agency. This is not democratic and not elected, and takes
decisions at the most strategic level. Do we have enough railway lines? Should there be more
housing? As an undemocratic organisation there is little way in which the elector can influence
its decision, indeed little influence even local authorities can bring to bear.

So where does the current discussion of a possible Town Council for Hitchin fit in? Town
councils have limited responsibility for their areas, and they will be consulted on planning
issues, and their views “will be taken into account”. That is very different from actually taking
the decisions, but as was noted in an earlier article on this subject ( How Planning Works,
Newsletter, June 2007) taking decisions on planning applications is a legally defined process
and there are many issues a resident might feel important to him or her, but which are not
legitimate to be considered when taking a planning decision. These include issues such as loss
of light, loss of a view, or loss of value, for example. The role of Councillors in Planning issues is
really to oversee the process and ensure that the best compromise is attained between the
needs of all those concerned.

This being the case, we can almost take Planning out of any discussion about the added value
of a Town Council. Town Councillors have only to be consulted *, and District Councillors have
little legal scope in which to act. The last question we then have to ask is simply, what is the
value of adding a Town Council to a town like Hitchin? With such little responsibility devolved
to it, it's very hard to argue in its favour.

It may be that there are perhaps other solutions which may come to light in the future, solutions
where existing civic groups or organisations take on a more defined role, interfacing with the
legal entity that is “the Council”.

4 Though the reality in the case of NHDC is that any objection from a Town or Parish Council automatically triggers
consideration of that application by the Council's Planning Committee: in other authorities the complaint can be
simply “noted” by an Council Officer acting under delegated powers.

Bridge Street, Hitchin, 10~ October 2008



The BIDS process.

In some respects, Hitchin has been out on a limb before. Whilst in the mediaeval period many towns were
seeking charters from the King or Queen to do this or look after that, Hitchin quietly went out and bought
the rights to do it, and went off and did it.

There is a way in which some of the issues around a Town Council can be resolved within an existing
framework. Hitchin has for many years now had a most able Town Centre Manager, well supported by
the Town Centre Initiative, a group of businessmen and traders all active in the town. Town Centre
Managers are a good thing, and are steadily spreading across the country: Letchworth and Royston both
have them, and Baldock is looking to appoint one soon. Town Centre Managers all have one crucial need
in common: money. Money enables them to take action, to make things happen.

The District Council was a major initial contributor to the Town Centre Initiative, and still assists with
funding from time to time, but the money comes also from the businesses and traders who support the
Initiative. There is of course a limit to how much can be provided in this way, just as there is with the
District Council: the Government would penalise it and cap it if it spent over a certain level. If everyone
agreed that Project X would be absolutely brilliant, make everyone happy and prosperous and cure the
common cold, where could we get the money to make it happen? We could look for government funding
(unlikely, especially just now ...) and the Lottery would probably give much the same answer.

BIDS is an answer. BIDS stands for Business Improvement Districts, and simply put, it's a surcharge on
the business rate at an agreed level, where all the businesses have agreed by a legal and democratic
first-past-the-post vote on what the money will be spent on. If everyone agrees to the projects, and the
vote is Yes, the Local Authority collects the surcharge, and passes it direct to the BID board, who spend it
on those agreed projects. A BID project lasts for 5 years, after which another vote has to be taken.

There are now 78 BIDs in Britain, some in large cities, some in small towns: Liverpool, Bristol,
Winchester, Ipswich, Hull, Ealing, and 8 of these are now on their second term. Perhaps surprisingly, one
successful BID has just had its second vote, with a much increased majority: people saw the results and
wanted more of the same. A further 16 have failed to get the required number of votes.” Whether a vote
succeeds or fails depends on many things, but one major issue is surely the attractiveness and the visible
logic behind the projects proposed. Successful businesses are run by astute people. They have to be
convinced that the surcharge they'll pay will have a positive effect on their bottom line: the surcharge is
usually at 1 or 2% of the existing rateable value, which can raise a substantial and useful amount of
money. For very small businesses there could be a flat rate amounting to a few pounds a week so as not
to impact heavily on their costs.

A Business Improvement District is a carefully defined geographical area. Many are industrial estates,
and many more are town centres. Some are curious hybrids — one is almost all of a town, where (it is
hoped) businesses will see the benefit not only of projects designed to benefit them very directly, but also
of social projects which will improve the town centre and benefit the residents, who will spend more in the
town as a consequence.

Why is this all relevant to Hitchin? It's a way forward. It's legal, it's democratic, it's not capped by central
government. Where a town has a vigorous and imaginative business sector, a BID can really make a
difference by addressing issues very directly. Nothing to do in the evenings? Set up a cinema. Hard to get
to the shops? Set up a bus service. Got crime? Buy in more policemen. Got chewing gum problems? Buy
your own removal kit.

So what's the downside? Given a successful BID, a local authority could reduce its expenditure in certain
areas according — NHDC has clearly indicated that it would not do this. A BID takes a lot of effort and
hard work to set up: the benefits can be substantial, but the consequences of failure could be the total
failure of local morale.

’ See http://www.ukbids.org/BIDS/index.php, which lists UK BIDs, prospective, successful and otherwise.

5



Town 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 — see if you can tell where these building fragments are. They're all in clear view, there are no
sneaky tricks here! Thanks to Pansy Mitchell for devising this quiz. The answers are on page 10.

Where is this ex-bus stop?



Planning Issues

The Corn Exchange
The Society has written to the Council on several occasions about the new signage on the Corn
Exchange, with some success.

Arriva Bus Garage

Amended plans for the Arriva Bus Garage in Fishponds Road had arrived purporting to be green, but
hedged with many conditionals — “could”, “might”, “an option”. A letter had been written to NHDC Planning
Officer, but may have been superseded by his apparent willingness to accept, though it was felt that
some issues ere perhaps outside his competence. Letter had been sent to Hitchin Members of NHDC
Planning Committee.

Churchgate

The application for a refurbishment had been recommended for permission. The Environment Agency
has withdrawn their requirement for a flooding risk assessment. The refurbishment can co-exist with the
much larger scheme discussed elsewhere and felt by your committee to be major threat to the economic
well-being of the town whilst under construction, though this latter scheme is felt unlikely to be imminent
given the global financial situation.

Legislation

It seems likely that there will be a relaxation of the scope of permitted development, with the issue of
Certificates of Permitted Development rather than Planning Approvals. There is likely to be no impact on
the work of the Society as there is no change to regulations about Listed Buildings and those in
Conservation Areas.

Paynes Park

There is a proposal for an electricity substation on the Brooker’s Yard development, right on Paynes Park,
an unsightly box in front of the facade. Landscaping had been approved on the original plans. The
Society has written to NHDC Planning.

Other Issues

Your committee has also discussed and been in dialogue with NHDC about various other issues such as
the Grove Road (former Garden Centre) site, 22 Bridge Street (former Bus Garage) site, graffiti, and the
steady increase in A-boards in the Marketplace.

It is concerning that whilst our letter to NHDC about graffiti was followed (but not necessarily the cause of

) the obliteration of much graffiti on the Grove Road railway bridge by the railway authorities. However,
the black over-painting has provided a clean canvas for new offerings.

Grove Road October 10™ 2008.



Harold Tulloch

Harold Tulloch, who died suddenly in September, was for over ten years a much valued member of the
Hitchin Society. He became Hon. Treasurer of the Society in 1999, and continued in that role until 2006,
handling the Society’s finances with meticulous care and accuracy throughout this time.

Born and brought up in the West Riding of Yorkshire, Harold studied at Bradford, graduating with a
degree in Chemistry. After working initially at Murphy Radio in Welwyn Garden City, he moved to Lucas
Aerospace in Birmingham. There he became highly respected for his experience and knowledge in the
field of fuel systems for jet aircraft, and worked on projects that included Concorde, the Tornado fighter,
and the Rolls Royce RB211 engine.

Living in Knowle, a small town outside Birmingham, he was involved in a wide range of interests,
including the Ramblers Association, the National Trust and the Knowle Society, the civic society for the
town. On retiring to Hertfordshire, Harold continued these interests by joining the Hitchin Society,
volunteering for the National Trust at Shaw’'s Corner, and becoming an active member of Probus in
Hitchin.

He married Beryl some 51 years ago in St Mary's Church, Welwyn, and his family was always a matter of
intense, and well justified, pride. He is survived by Beryl, their son David and daughter Fiona, and six
grandchildren.

Harold Tulloch, born 5 July 1928, died 12 September 2008

Brookers’ site, Paynes Park, October 8™, 2008.




The Society’s Visit to Stratford-Upon-Avon

We left Woodside car park at 8.30am on a lovely sunny day, the 12" of May. Our coffee break was at the
Holiday Inn at Ryton-in-Dunsmore, south of Coventry. We arrived in Stratford-upon-Avon where out two
guides Barbara and Wendy joined us to give us a brief tour around the town on the coach. We then left
the coach and went to the Holty Trinity Church where William Shakespeare is buried. Here our party split
into two groups and were taken on the Town Walk by Barbara and Wendy. After our guided tours ended
we were free to go our separate ways. The weather was so glorious that some of us went for a boat trip,
whilst others looked round other places of historic interest or enjoyed looking round the shops.

We met up in the Birthplace Coach Park about 5pm for the return journey and arrived back in Hitchin
about 8pm.

Our grateful thanks go to Daphne Birch for organising such a wonderful day out, and we're looking
forward to our Annual Outing in 2009.
The Society’s Visit to Moggerhanger Park

We visited this Georgian Grade | Listed building in August, and the weather was kind on that day so we
didn’t get wet.

The house is now owned by a Christian charity who use it for their own conferences, but it is also
available for private functions and weddings. After coffee we walked around the house, both outside and
inside, with a very knowledgeable and interesting guide who explained the history of the house and the
current owners’ aims for the future. We returned after an hour and a half to the tea-rooms. Some of the
party stayed to lunch, and later said how much they had enjoyed the meal. It had been a very interesting
visit.

The tea-room is open all the year, but the house is closed from mid-September to mid-June.

2009 Coach Outing
Wednesday June 3™ 2009, cost £18.50

We will be visiting Constable Country leaving Woodside car park at 8.30am. A stop will be made for
coffee on the way, and we’ll stop for lunch at Dedham.

We have booked guided tour of Flatford Mill and its surroundings, which will last about an hour and a
quarter. The National Trust has a small museum, a shop and a tea shop at Flatford Mill. We will leave for
home about 5pm.

More details and an application form will appear in the next newsletter.

New flats in Walsworth Road, July 2008.
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THE HITCHIN SOCIETY

RegisteredCharityNumber1091056

Gift Aid

How to increase the value of your support to the Society at no extra cost to yourself.

Gift Aid Declaration

As a Registered Charity, the Society is allowed to reclaim tax through the Gift Aid scheme equivalent to
the tax you have already paid on your donation or subscriptions.

I would like The Hitchin Society to reclaim the tax on any donation or membership subscription | make to
the Society until | notify you otherwise. | confirm that | have paid an amount of UK income tax at least
equivalent to the tax that might be reclaimed.

Signature ... DAte oo

N2 LTS 1 I L R SPPRSPS

A0 [ YT T

PoStCOde .....vveveveeeeeeee

| have no objection to this information being held as part of the Society’s computerised membership
records.
The information will only be used for the purposes of reclaiming tax through the Gift Aid scheme.

Please note:

* You can cancel this declaration at any time by notifying the Membership Secretary.

« If your circumstances change and you no longer pay tax, you can cancel your declaration.

« If you have already made a Gift Aid declaration in favour of The Hitchin Society, please ignore this form.

Please hand, or send, the completed form to: The Membership Secretary, The Hitchin Society 49 Grays
Lane, Hitchin, Herts., SG5 2HH. If you don’t want to cut the magazine, please ask for a form.

Quiz answers:

1. Hitchin Snooker Centre, 32 Marketplace

2. Tilehouse Street, junction with Sun Street.

3. Side window of Corn Exchange, behind Threshers.
4. Gatward clock on the Sun Hotel, by the front door.
5. Ex bus stop outside Paynes Park House.

6. Ornamental railings by Brand Street Public Library.
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