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Editorial

This extra edition is devoted to the biggest challenge Hitchin has faced in many years – the
redevelopment of Churchgate. After many years of discussion and considerable
expenditure, NHDC appointed a developer, the Simons Group of Lincoln, who had been
briefed to work up a scheme for Churchgate. The latter point is worth repeating, as that was
the original intention: a redevelopment of Churchgate.

The exhibition in St.Mary’s Church and the Library revealed something rather different – a
plan to redevelop Churchgate, the existing market area, Biggin Lane, the Riverside and a
significant proportion of the west side of Queen Street from Biggin Lane to and including
Portmill Lane. This follows on from the use of the word ‘opportunity’ in the original brief.
Give ‘em an inch …..

For any project, the architect is given a description of what the customer wants: ‘the brief’.
Some years ago the Council agreed, after public consultation, a brief for this project. It is
your Committee’s opinion that the present proposals bear little relation to that brief (one
article here records those divergences), constitute a major threat to the market, constitute a
threat to the retail offer in Hitchin as a whole, and contain several almost laughable errors
which seriously diminish any confidence we might have in the developer. Your Committee’s
recollection is that what Simons have now proposed is similar to the concept that NHDC put
forward for public consultation in 2004 and from which they had to row back, in the light of
public objection. We find it quite extraordinary that NHDC could have entered a contract
which failed to correspond to the brief that the Council had issued.

In this issue, one article records the divergences of the proposals from the agreed brief:
another looks at the implications for the market (no longer run by the Council), and the last
looks at the implications for the town centre as a whole.

Two councillors – neither of them Hitchin representatives – have welcomed the exhibition
and encouraged debate. Cllr. Needham wrote in The Advertiser for June 9th  “It is not an
option to remain static in a changing and fast-moving commercial world.”  This is in general
true, but when the unique selling point of a town is based around its market, which since
being taken over by the Town Centre Initiative is now thriving and seeking to expand, rather
than contracting as under the Council’s management, it seems rather fatuous then to
propose to move that Market to a smaller space remote from parking for its stallholders.  In
like manner, we have a proposal to construct an ‘anchor’ store in Queen Street of almost
twice the size of Woolworths, on the basis that this would attract other named stores to the
town. So we are being offered a new store, to draw in other stores which will make our town
more like Stevenage and Luton? And this despite the fact that two large stores are currently
standing empty in town.

It is your Committee’s view that the new store is not needed, and neither are its cohorts:
such a development would draw shoppers away from the existing town centre streets, to
their detriment.

A recent meeting between Charles Vyvyan of Simons the developer, the Chamber of
Commerce and the market traders was described as very productive, with some recognition
that the Market Square is not an appropriate place to hold the Market; but that is, of course,
a long way from delivering an acceptable solution.

There is another argument that suggests that the market for department stores has peaked,
as they are now threatened by the rise in internet shopping. Cllr Needham may have
thought she was casting the residents of Hitchin in the role of those who wish to remain
static in a changing and fast-moving commercial world, but it may well be that it is the
Council and this developer who are being left behind.

The Hitchin Society
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Initial views on the proposals by Simons 24 May 2010

The Society’s strategic position

The Hitchin Society believes that the redevelopment proposals, as displayed, are well
outside the intentions of the Planning Brief (Revised September 2005) and are substantially
unacceptable.

We have identified conflicts with the Planning Brief in tabular form below. However, if as we
have been told by Council officials, the extent of the proposals now being made is the
minimum necessary to produce an economically viable scheme, then we take the strategic
view that the proposals are unacceptable to the nature of Hitchin and should be abandoned.
If this means that the only remaining options are a) the refurbishment of the current
Churchgate buildings, for which Hammersmatch Ltd. have planning permission, or b) that the
site remains unchanged, then we would prefer to see either of these options.

Comparison of the proposals as exhibited against th e September 2005 Planning Brief
(you can see the whole brief at http://www.north-herts.gov.uk/churchgate _planning_brief_1_.pdf )

Planning
Brief
para.

Relevant extract Hitchin Society comments

1.03 …. objectives are to (inter alia):
Most importantly, to encourage
an innovative design response
to the site that is built to the
highest quality and will
contribute to the historic
character of the town.

Drawings as displayed show massive
triumphalist architecture of the
‘Hollywood meets Bluewater’ variety
showing no empathy with the historic
nature of the town. The style would
perhaps suit Milton Keynes, but not
Hitchin. The brief has not been met.

2.01 The area in the Autumn 2003
draft brief was much larger than
that being considered by this
brief. ……. The Council
subsequently commissioned
JTP working with DTZ to revise
the draft planning brief for the
redefined Churchgate
development area (our italics)

The Simons proposals are redolent of
the 2003 area and, as we show
below, are much greater in extent
than that envisaged by the Council in
the Sep. 2005 brief. As such they do
not conform with the brief.

3.03 …. benefit the future viability
and vitality of the town centre,
whilst emphasising its historic
character, its local
distinctiveness and the needs
of its local community.

By introducing an anchor store at the
eastern edge of the development, the
proposals would move the trading
centre of gravity away from the town
centre. Nothing in the proposals
emphasises, or pays homage to,
Hitchin’s historic character or its local
distinctiveness. The brief has not
been met.

3.04 …. an opportunity exists for
development and enhancement
of the area comprising the
Churchgate centre, the market
and the car park at Biggin
Lane.

This is the total area envisaged in the
brief for large scale building.
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3.05 In addition, the Council would
like to see the overall
enhancement ….. to improve
the eastern edge of the town
centre by:
Improving and upgrading the
market
Opening up and enhancing the
River Hiz
Enhancing St Mary’s Square
car park with hard and soft
landscaping to improve the
setting of St Mary’s Church
Enhancing Portmill Lane East
and West car parks with hard
and soft landscaping.

In each case the verb used is
‘enhance’, not ‘develop’ or ‘build over’.

Specifically, the requirement for St
Mary’s Square and Portmill car parks
is for hard and soft landscaping, not
the massive buildings that are now
proposed.

The brief has not been met.

3.06 to
3.08

Repeats the distinction
between ‘Development areas’
and ‘Enhancement areas’

As above.

3.10 The site offers the potential to
improve the eastern edge of
the town centre and provide a
more ‘fitting’ aspect to the
Market Place. It also offers the
opportunity to provide a better
setting for the Grade 1 listed
church building and the market
….

Only an oblique glimpse of the Market
Place aspect has been provided.
Given that, of all the Churchgate
issues, this is the most important to
Hitchin residents, it is extraordinary
that Simons have made no attempt to
show how they would deal with this
aspect.

Four storey townhouses in
Churchyard Walk and a virtual
elimination of the views of the church
from the east cannot in any sense be
said to ‘provide a better setting’.

3.12 The (current Churchgate
Centre) development has been
deeply unpopular with its 1960s
brutalist architecture
unsympathetic to the layout of
the surrounding buildings in
Market Place.

Replacing 1960s brutalist with
Noughties triumphalist does nothing to
improve the sympathy with the
surroundings.

We envisage a report in 2050 saying
‘the 2000s architecture has been
deeply unpopular …’

The brief has not been met.
3.16 The car park (St Mary’s) is

utilitarian and fails to provide
an attractive foreground to the
church.

We agree and hence our support for
the hard and soft landscaping in the
brief.

3.21 It is vital that new development
complements and enhances
the existing vistas, skylines and
landmarks. In particular the
Church functions as an
orientation marker and key
landmark of the town centre;
consideration should be given
to safeguard important views to
the church.

No aspect of this requirement has
been met.
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3.25 The existing road network is
considered adequate for the
servicing of potential
developments and the market.
….. A developer will need to
demonstrate that servicing can
be achieved adequately,
including the needs of waste
management and collection.

The proposals appear to envisage the
pedestrian/café/kiosk piazza also
serving as the servicing route for the
retail units in Churchgate and the
town houses in Biggin car park. No
‘demonstration’ has yet been given of
how this might be achieved without
conflict.

3.26 &
3.27

There … will need to be a
balance between existing (car)
parking provision on the site,
the potential which may be lost
through development and the
amount required as a result of
new development.

It is essential that the
development addresses these
issues ….. to ensure the
continued economic viability of
the town.

We have been told that some 30-40
additional car parking spaces will be
provided under the proposals.
However, the proposals increase the
retail space in the town by 9,000
sq.m. It is inconceivable that this can
be serviced by 30-40 additional
spaces.

It is our belief that the proposals
overdevelop the retail space relative
to the capacity of the town’s
infrastructure to service it.

3.32 Hitchin market dates from the
time of the Normans.

Other sources suggest it may date
from around 700AD. However, at least
900 years of continuous operation
must not be put at risk by ill thought-
out proposals.

3.42 The characteristics that make
Hitchin the unique and
attractive place it is have been
eroded in this area by the
Churchgate buildings that turn
their backs onto poor service
areas, deaden the courtyard off
the old Market Place and the
areas behind the Sun Inn. This
area has lost the sense of
surprise and quality of the old
lanes and passages and the
traditional rooflines; …..

We see no sign that any sense of
surprise has been reintroduced.
Rooflines will be higher and even less
in sympathy with the surroundings.
But we do like the new pedestrianised
walkway.

The brief has not been met.

3.43 The site lies within the town
centre conservation area and is
adjacent to several listed
buildings including the Grade
II* building of The Biggin and
the Grade 1 building of St
Mary’s Church. Any proposed
development must, therefore,
respect the character of the
Conservation Area and the
settings of these important
Listed buildings.

Four storey houses beside
Churchyard Walk; a massive three
storey, plus roof, building looming
over The Biggin (and serviced by a
lorry entrance immediately adjacent to
The Biggin entrance); the removal of
almost all of the eastern views of St
Mary’s; an absence of any indication
of how the frontage onto Market Place
will be handled. None of these respect
the character and setting of the listed
buildings.

The brief has not been met.
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5.01 &
5.02

The vision and strategy for
Hitchin Town Centre …. Is to
‘maintain the quality of the built
environment based on its
intrinsic historic character, and
to develop an attractive, safe,
accessible, vibrant and lively
centre for the local community
and visitor to shop, work and
live in.

The redevelopment of
Churchgate must ensure that
this aspiration is achieved

As already noted above, the
proposals fail to respect the intrinsic
historic character of the town.

The brief has not been met.

5.03 (The development) will seek to
satisfy an identified gap in the
market for modern larger sized
units of between 200 - 500 sq.
m..

The planning brief emphasises
that any national multiple retail
user proposed for this site
should be complementary not
only to the proposed residential
element, but also to the
character of Hitchin and should
not impact on the vitality and
viability of existing businesses
in the town centre as a whole.

Nothing here about a 3,000 sq. m.
‘anchor’ store

It is inconceivable that a) an anchor
store of this size will not impact
adversely on a number of existing
town centre businesses, and b) that
the provision of some 9,000 sq. m. of
new retail space will not result in many
of the existing national retailers in
town relocation to the new spaces,
thereby deadening the High Street
and Bancroft and moving the retail,
centre of gravity away from its historic
location (and thereby conflicting with
para 3.03 at least.)

5.05 It is envisaged that the scheme
will also incorporate a
residential element …. The
demand for housing in the
district is high ….

This para has been overtaken by
events. Hitchin is now overwhelmed
with new town centre flats. The District
has met its housing obligations set by
the last Government. We do not
believe that more flats or houses are
now needed – certainly not where
they will block established views.

6.01 Hitchin town centre is
characterised by the curving
streets, ginnels and alleyways,
….. undulating and varied
roofline, …. Two to three storey
heights, domestic scale ….

Not a curve, ginnel or alleyway in
sight. Rooflines massive and linear.

No attempt to meet the brief.

6.03 … the height and massing
should vary accordingly to
integrate with surroundings.
The existing …. buildings
should determine the scale and
massing of new development
across the site.

Not done. The brief has not been met.
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6.11 …. enhance the setting of
existing buildings and features
in particular The Biggin, the
River Hiz, St Mary’s Church,
Market Place and the Sun
Hotel.

The Sun Hotel was included as an
express revision of the earlier draft.
The aspect of the Sun Hotel that must
have been envisaged is that from its
rear (east). This valuable and historic
aspect would be largely removed from
public view by the building of
townhouses on the Biggin Lane car
park.

The brief has not been met.
6.20 to
6.24

Character area guidance All dealt with in comments above.

6.25 The redevelopment should
provide enclosure to the south
and west side of Hitchin Market
area. These frontages should
be predominantly retail at the
ground floor, residential flats on
the first floor and above looking
down onto the market area.

A clear statement that the market is to
remain on its present site.

The brief has not been met.

Indicative
Master
Plan

2 New frontage onto Market
Place in keeping with scale and
character of existing buildings.

Second item in list, yet not addressed
in any way in Simons’ proposals to
date.

Indicative
Master
Plan

3 Market Place used for
Farmers Markets and special
events
7 Enclosure to market removed
8 Market located in similar
position to existing market

Confirmation that the market was
intended to remain substantially in its
present location.

The brief has not been met.

Indicative
Master
Plan

11 Pedestrian route created
from Sun Street through to river
walk

Along a route used by delivery
vehicles. What controls will be
exercised to remove conflict with
pedestrians and to render the route
attractive in the way that the ginnels
and alleys are?

Indicative
Master
Plan

16 & 18 Car parking improved
with ….. new planting where
appropriate at street level

Confirmation that it was not envisaged
that St Mary’s Square would be built
over.

The brief has not been met.

The Hitchin Society  24.05.10
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Objection to the Proposals to Redevelop Churchgate          by Brent Smith

The following sets out my personal objection to the scheme as shown on the banners at the
exhibition held at St Mary’s Church and the PowerPoint presentation given by the
developer.  I am a director of Hitchin Initiative and Hitchin Markets Ltd, a committee member
of The Hitchin Society and a trustee of Hitchin United Charities (which owns The Biggin and
Warners Almshouses).  I have been a Hitchin resident for 44 years and have worked here
since 1965.  I am Hitchin Initiative’s nominated representative on the Liaison Forum.

I have no objection in principle to either the rebuilding of Churchgate or to the resiting of the
market (provided that such resiting is in a satisfactory location, such as Lower Portmill
Lane/Sorting Office/pedestrianised section of Portmill Lane/Moss’s Corner, and keeps a
continuous market).  I have felt for a long time that the empty Post Office represents a
greater problem to the retail health of the town, reducing the footfall to Hermitage Road.
The redevelopment of the Post Office and Sorting Office, together with an improved
pedestrian link to Hermitage Road, represents a major opportunity for the town and
hopefully could form part of any redevelopment scheme.

I have waited with interest while NHDC have progressed the proposals, shocked only by the
time taken and the costs incurred (reported to be over £1m).  I was expecting to like the
scheme and certainly not expecting to see a development of the scale proposed and cannot
see how NHDC could have got to the position of signing a contract with a developer based
upon it.

1.0 The Problem
1.01 I feel that it is worth going back to why this whole matter started.  Reports

commissioned by NHDC during the early 2000s indicated the need for
additional retail floorspace in the town and, in particular, units with larger
floor areas than the majority of our existing shops.  In addition, Churchgate
was felt to be a very poor example of its time, presenting an unsatisfactory
façade onto Market Place.  The lease arrangement of Churchgate from
NHDC has dissuaded previous leaseholders from carrying out
improvements (but this could be resolved relatively easily).

1.02 It has taken so long to get to the current position that the retail
requirements of the town have changed.  We no longer have a waiting list
of retailers wanting to come into the town.  Shopping habits have changed,
partly due to the recession but also because non-food shopping has been
changed forever by the rise of out of town retail parks and on-line shopping.
Hitchin appears to maintain 52% of its non-food shopping within the town,
this seems a remarkably high proportion.  National Retail Studies indicate
that attractive small market towns have a healthy future ahead of them,
provided that they manage the projected decline in retail demand and
ensure that they provide specialist shopping, services and restaurants/bars
(which is exactly what Hitchin has been doing).

1.03 There was a time, probably 20 years ago, when Hitchin needed more
people living in its centre to give life to the town outside normal
shopping/office hours.  This is no longer required.  There have been a huge
number of residential units constructed in the town centre over the past 10
years and the evening/night economy has boomed.

1.04 Churchgate remains unattractive but is fully let.  Its tenant has a scheme to
improve it which has planning permission and NHDC landlord consent.

1.05 The Simons scheme as currently proposed does not, in my opinion, answer
any problems that the town faces.
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The Design Brief
1.06 If I have understood the position correctly, the Revised Draft Report

reference 04100069 by John Thompson & Partners and DTZ Pieda
Consulting dated November 2005 was adopted by the Council as its
Statement of Policy on 3rd November 2005.  This Design Brief received
general support from the town when it was adopted, the only dissent which
I was aware of at the time was the loss of the car park off Biggin Lane,
which services the market, to become Town Houses.

1.07 Aspects of the Design Brief which were particularly welcomed were:-
- Redevelopment of Churchgate with a pedestrianised extension of Biggin

Lane coming into the corner of Market Place.
- Retention of the market on its present site, but with improved access and

stalls running along the centre of the pedestrianised extension of Biggin
Lane to link it to the town centre.

- Improvements to the riverside, including an improved pedestrian link to
Hermitage Road.  A Boardwalk link to the river in front of the church to
by-pass the existing steps and improve circulation.

- Improvements and landscaping to the car parking areas.
1.08 The scheme as presented fails in virtually every respect to meet the

aspirations of the Design Brief.  Hitchin Society have prepared a detailed
report upon the departures from the Design Brief, so I will not rehearse
them again here.  I feel that there is little doubt that had the Simons
proposals followed the Design Brief they would have received general
support.

2.0 The Market
2.01 The scheme makes effectively no provision for the market.  The market is

fundamental to the town.  Its origins are at least 900 years old and it
possibly goes back 1,300 years. Hitchin proudly professes itself a market
town and it is a significant part of the town's ethos and character and
consistent with its mediaeval origins.

2.02 The current proposals are in conflict with the Planning Brief in the following
respects:-

- The Design Brief is explicit that Hitchin is an important historic market
town and the market is seen as an important asset to Hitchin.

- It requires the improving and upgrading of the market and providing an
enhanced setting for the town's market within a series of high quality
linked spaces.  The linking of market spaces is very important as
experience shows that split markets do not work.

- It states that public transport is essential for the viability of the market and
that the construction process shall have minimal disruption to the
continued operation of Hitchin Market.

- It proposes that the new street in the development should be able to
accommodate market stalls to provide a strong link between Market
Place and the market and that Hitchin Market should remain in its present
location.

- It provides that the market should not be less than 70% of linear footage
of stalls of the current market (at that time 225 stalls giving a requirement
for 150-160 stalls in the redeveloped scheme).

2.03 In the light of the above requirements, it seems the market is not seen in
this plan as a fundamental, but rather as an afterthought and something
which can be discarded.  At the presentation, the developer stated that the
provision of the market is something that can be dealt with under the public
consultation stage.  We feel that it is much more fundamental than this and
this point does now seem to have been accepted by the developer (but the
scheme should not have got this far without either the council or their



10

expensive consultants bringing this to the attention of the developer
sooner).

2.04 The Market is a principal reason for many to visit Hitchin and the town and
other retailers benefit from its halo effect.  It provides a huge range of
product types (it is a department store of itself) and a wide range of prices,
particularly serving disadvantaged customers with exceptional value goods.

2.05 The principal objection to the proposal is that it simply fails to provide a
sustainable market.  It shows 65 stalls and part of Market Place still being
used as outdoor cafes.  The experience of the market indicates that a limit
of only 35 three metre demountable stalls can be erected on Market Place.
This is against a current mainstream activity of up to 150 stalls.  Whilst it
suggests there may be an opportunity to spread into other town centre
areas, the shortfall cannot possibly be made up and the residual market will
be dissipated and its identity and manageability damaged.  Experience
elsewhere shows that split markets simply do not work.

2.06 The above numbers do not accommodate the fact that we have a popular
“car boot” market on Sunday mornings which takes up additional space and
there is also a very successful monthly Farmers' and Craft Market of up to
30 (demountable) stalls.

2.07 The proposal is to use demountable stalls throughout. The cost of erecting
and dismantling stalls 4 times a week is measured in many tens of
thousands of pounds annually.

2.08 The location indicated for this much truncated market is the Market Place
which is the town's principal public open space and is very heavily used,
especially on Saturdays, for any number of public events and open air
cafes.  That was the purpose of a huge public investment to pave it some
18 years ago.  We do not think that the town would accept its loss.

2.09 The Market Place is not conducive to intensive use as a market because of
access issues.  Traders would need to somehow to park lorries and vans
whilst unloading.  The policy for the existing market has been to provide
lockable shuttered permanent stalls for many traders to obviate this – this
has greatly improved trade on the market.  Dismantling and loading would
typically happen during retail trading hours (mid/late afternoon), which
would probably not be permitted on grounds of Health and Safety.

2.10 Traders who unload thousands of pounds worth of goods onto their stalls
would then need to leave them unattended to drive some distance to park
before they returned. There is no indication where they would park, or its
price, but low cost of occupancy is fundamental to a market ethos.  It has
been suggested that The Arcade car park could be used for trader parking,
but this has not been even discussed with The Arcade Company and I do
not think that this would fit with their operation of this car park, which is
there to primarily serve their own retailers.

2.11 Market stalls need to be set up very early in the morning (1.00 am
onwards) and this would not be acceptable to flat dwellers around Market
Place, not to mention the overlap with the vibrant night-time economy
which runs until 3.00 am. 

2.12 A significant part of market activity is the sale of fruit and vegetables. These
are bulky and heavy and a market therefore needs good access to public
transport and car parks.  Its existing location is immediately adjacent to
both; the proposed location is not.

2.13 It is implicit that the proposed anchor store moves the core of the town's
retailing activity and, by inference, the proposed market location (and many
of the independent shops) are rendered peripheral to this.

2.14 Under questioning at the presentation, the New Piazza Area was put
forward for being part of the market (as referred to above, split markets do
not work), the Farmers & Craft market and space for some of the activity
which currently takes place on Market Place - all this as well as being the
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vehicular access to 16 townhouses and service access to the rebuilt
Churchgate!

2.15 NHDC commissioned a report from a consultant on the requirements of the
market during the 2000s (I would like a copy of this, I can’t find it on the
council’s website), this does not seem to have been fed into the briefing
process which has led to the development contract being placed.

2.16 Hitchin Markets Ltd has spent the last two years building the market
with considerable success and have aspirations to upgrade further. The
Market Board are intimately aware of the present market’s limitations and
are taking medium term steps to address these. The proposals in the plan
are in total contradiction and will have inevitable disastrous consequences. 
Having this scheme hanging over us will blight the carrying out of the
urgently needed improvements which are proposed for the market.  It has
already been cited as one of the reasons for us not being awarded the
PRG Local Shopping Centre Improvement Fund 2009 grant which we
applied for to replace many of our stalls (despite our application being
short-listed and there being unallocated funds available).

3.0 St Mary’s Square and the setting of St Mary’s Church
3.01 The open space around St Mary’s was formed by slum clearance, paid for

by previous generations and vested in NHDC.  There is a considerable
value to this area, both in the public amenity which it provides and the
value that it adds to the property values of the rest of the town.  It can be
compared with Manhattan having Central Park, if that open space was to
be developed it would give a short term financial gain but result in the
overall property value of New York being reduced together with great loss
of amenity.  This open space is needed in the town, particularly with the
recent residential development which has taken place giving a considerable
increase in the number of people living in the town centre.

3.02 The height and length of the buildings in Church Yard Walk facing the
church are excessive.  The existing buildings in this part of the Churchgate
Centre are certainly not pretty but were designed to be modest and not to
compete with the church.

3.03 The kiosk units proposed in the change of level facing St Mary’s over the
river are very attractive, but could form part of any improvement scheme.
Hitchin Markets have already had an interesting approach from a
restaurateur who would like to open a summer restaurant facing the
Church, but this has had to be put on hold.

3.04 The Design Brief sought to improve the views and vistas in the town, this
scheme seeks to achieve this by blocking the views of St Mary’s!

3.05 The Design Brief called for “frequent doors and windows, with few blank
walls”.  This scheme includes a multi-storey car park facing onto Queen
Street with a façade pretending to be another Department Store.

4.0 The Biggin
4.01 The Biggin is Listed Grade II*.  It is currently the subject of a local

archaeological study, this has already shown that more of the original 1360
building remains than is indicated by its, rather sketchy, list description.

4.02 It is a wonderful building which needs its setting improved rather than
dwarfed by the proposed Department Store.  The artist’s impression
entitled “Improving & opening up the River Hiz” is beguiling until you look
carefully and see the massive building behind The Biggin.  This sketch also
rather interestingly shows the “Piazza” fully occupied by market stalls
despite it also being the only vehicular access to the Town Houses and the
Service Yard of the enlarged Churchgate Centre!
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5.0 The Footfall
5.01 Hitchin Initiative have commissioned footfall surveys over a number of

years and know where the highest levels of footfall are (east side of the
southern end of Bancroft from Hermitage Road to the High Street, the High
Street and the north west corner of Market Place).  Any scheme which
seeks to include an anchor Department Store, detached from the rest of the
town, running up to Queen Street will, if successful, completely change the
footfall of the rest of the town, to its disadvantage.  If it is not successful in
doing this it will be a “white elephant” which we obviously do not want.

5.02 It cannot be right to locate what would be the town centre’s largest store as
well as being the Churchgate “magnet” store on the extreme periphery of
Queen Street.  Footfall patterns develop in towns like ours over many years
and there are great dangers inherent in trying to radically change them.
We have all seen the disastrous results of such attempts in other towns.

6.0 Car Parking
6.01 I realise that car parking provision is a very difficult issue and that there is

planning guidance from the previous government that it must be restricted
to force people onto (sometimes non-existent) public transport.  However,
most of the town’s retailers and the shopping public believe that increased
parking is essential to the vitality of our town.  I think that they are right in
this respect.

6.02 It was made clear that the parking within the scheme would be run by a
private operator and thus be outside the control of our elected councillors.
We are already very unhappy about the increased charges which have
been applied this year without consultation, but at least we can lobby for
change and possibly “buy back” some periods of charging through the
Hitchin BID.  We have had an interesting submission from a lady from
Steeple Morden.  She lives equidistant from Hitchin and Cambridge but
prefers to shop in Hitchin.  Because she has a bus pass, it is free for her to
use the Park & Ride in Cambridge but now expensive for her to park in
Hitchin.

6.03 It must be wrong to develop the whole of The Biggin car park with town
houses, which are only there to maximise profit.  There is already a severe
shortage of parking serving the south end of the town and this car park is
very useful to service the market.  It must also effect the viability of The
Sun Hotel (which I part owned and refurbished some years ago, but have
no continuing financial interest in).

6.04 It seems that virtually every town on continental Europe can afford to
construct excellent underground car parking (I can give many examples),
even Stephen Howard Homes can develop in our town with underground
rather than surface parking.  The developer indicated that underground
spaces cost around £30,000 each, if NHDC are throwing the land interest
in for nothing surely this could allow the developer to “bury” at least 200
parking spaces.

7.0 The Development Contract
7.01 It would be interesting to see the contract that NHDC have entered into with

Simons.  From questions asked at the exhibition it appears to be for the
grant of a lease on the land for a period of 250 years at a nil financial
contribution.  I find this difficult to believe, but if correct is not acceptable.

7.02 The developer, who seems to be a thoroughly nice chap, told us at the
presentation that the scheme which we see had been considerably
“knocked back” from their original proposals as though we should be
grateful for this.  The idea is that our council are supposed to be treating
with a developer to solve a perceived problem in our town – not to
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maximise what seems to being looked at as just a development site.  Does
the developer see us as a naïve virgin laying back waiting to be
deflowered?

7.03 I would like to know how and why NHDC have signed a contract with a
developer, who openly admits that he is not in it as an investment (it is
being done to sell off at the end to an investment fund to produce a
development profit), on a “vision” which bears no resemblance to the
Design Brief.  Is this not maladministration?

8.0 The Risks
8.01 At the presentation, I pointed out to the developer that we already have a

vacant Woolworths store in centre of the town.  This has a ground floor net
lettable area of 17,000 sq.ft. with storage and car parking over.  The
building could be modified to produce a Department Store of up to 45,000
sq.ft. with excellent servicing from the rear (way better than can be
achieved in the Churchgate redevelopment), right in the centre of highest
existing footfall.  He explained that this would not happen because its
present owners could not offer the “inducements” which his company would
be able to give for the store which they propose.  These inducements
presumably being funded by NHDC no realising the development value of
its land.

8.02 Similarly, he said that the Department Store operator (referred to
throughout as Debenhams, but I realise that they are only an example of
the type of retailer who the developer would seek to “entice”), would only
come if there are a dozen or so particular retailers located in the
redevelopment near them (probably also “induced” to take space).  You
can see where this leads, some of our existing retailers, like Next,
Monsoon, Boots, become “induced” to move into the redevelopment
leaving blanks in our existing prime retail frontage.  I have seen this happen
in other towns and don’t want to see it happen in Hitchin (particularly if the
inducements are effectively being funded by our own local council).

8.03 This scheme may well never go ahead, but until such time as it either
progresses or is dropped there will be a “blight” on the refurbishment of
Churchgate and the improvement of the market.

9.0 The Way Forward
9.01 Progress a more modest scheme which either redevelops Churchgate as

envisaged by the Design Brief or has it refurbished in accordance with the
scheme which Hammersmatch have planning permission and landlord
consent for (but hopefully with an improved elevational treatment to the
Market Place, which Hammersmatch have indicated that they would
consider).

9.02 Either leave the market where it is or move it to the lower Portmill Lane car
park, the Sorting Office, the pedestrianised part of Portmill Lane and
Moss’s corner with a row of solid units backing onto the range of shops in
Bancroft to accommodate the market fish stall etc.

9.03 Develop the upper Portmill Lane car park, providing space for market
traders’ vehicles on the lower level.  This would provide the improved
“framing” of the view of St Mary’s, as has been recommended in several
reports commissioned by NHDC.

9.04 Redevelop the Post Office site – this would revitalise Hermitage Road.
There must be stronger grounds to CPO this site if they will not sell than
there are for CPOing the tenant’s interest in Churchgate.  There are
suitable sites for the relocation of the Sorting Office which would meet the
public access and travel distance requirements which would they have.
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9.05 Form a strong north- south link between Hermitage Road and Bridge
Street, including the kiosk units facing the Church and the “boardwalk” by-
passing the central steps as envisaged by the Design Brief.

9.06 If there is demand for a department store to come into the town, make the
former Woolworths into a three storey department store of up to 45,000
sq.ft.  This would be in a great location with much better servicing than is
proposed by Simons.

9.07 Aspire to having St Mary’s Square as public open space with car parking
beneath.

I hope that the comments contained within this objection are useful.  I look forward to the
scheme being developed into something that the town needs and wants or, if this is not
possible, abandoned.

Brent Smith
2nd June 2010

The Hitchin Society Programme

All meetings are held at the British Schools, Queen Street unless otherwise stated.
Refreshments are available from 7.30pm, and talks commence at 8pm.

Monday 21st June Keith Hoskins: Hitchin Town Centre Update

Monday July 12th Keith Fitzpatrick-Matthews: Hitchin and its Hinterland – A Local
Centre and its Villages.
This is a public meeting at the Sun Hotel  as part of the Hitchin
Festival, and is at 7.30pm for 8pm. Tickets are £5 from HTCI or at the
door, subject to availability.

August No meeting

Monday 20th Sept. To be announced.

Monday 18th Oct. John Davies: Hitchin – A Transition Town?

Monday 15th Nov. Paul Brenham: The Lieutenancy and Other Things

December No meeting.

A discussion of current Hitchin issues will precede each talk.
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Some implications from the development

Several issues follow from the scale of the proposed development.

Impact on centre-of-gravity
Footfall studies already conducted have shown that Moss’s Corner is the busiest part of the
town. That makes a lot of sense – it’s the junction of several axes of pedestrian flow, market
to Lairage car-park, market to Bancroft bus-stops, High Street to Sainsbury’s, Sainsbury’s to
Lairage. The development of a store in Queen Street at the junction with Biggin Lane  is
likely to shift that pattern, to favour shops in Hermitage Road – which has never really
thrived as a shopping street. That may be an advantage, but it may well not impact well on
the specialist traders in Sun Street and Bucklersbury, or even on the High Street. Whilst it
seems clear that no one major store has been signed up, the impact of some of the names
already rumoured could have a major impact on all the clothes stores currently trading in the
town.
If there were significant interest in the development of a large retail store in the town, surely
it would have reared its head already?  The somnolent pace of the development process to
date, and the existence of just one developer, selected by default, indicates there is little
current interest.

Impact on existing businesses during development
A development on the proposed scale does not happen in silence, nor does the excavation
of underground car parks take place without lorry movements. Some readers may recall the
development of the current market area in the early 1970s, or more recently that of
Cooper’s Yard in Paynes Park – a much smaller site already on a slope.  Both these sites
required significant levelling and excavation over a long period. The proposed development
is at least three times the area of the 1974 market area project. There is likely to be
significant impact on businesses in the Marketplace, Churchyard and Sun Street – the latter
from the Biggin Lane housing element fronting the Sun Hotel car park.

Impact on town users and residents during developme nt
All the residents of Queen Street, Jill Grey Place, the Biggin and Churchyard will suffer from
development noise over a significant period of time. The phasing of elements such as the
Queen Street car park will have a major impact on visitors and residents who will have to
find alternative parking spaces for the duration: there are currently 367 public parking
spaces in the proposed site*. It seems unlikely that either the Council or the developer will
provide those 367 alternative spaces, so we shall all have to ‘make do’ with as many spaces
as a demolished Churchgate will supply.  No doubt visitors to the town will soon decide to
‘make do’ in another town. An alternative site may also have to be found for the ‘bus-station’
on the west side of Queen Street.

Lastly, on a rather lighter note, our attention has been drawn to the impact upon Hitchin’s
cyclists, noted in the brief: “A ‘high priority’ cycle route currently runs along Portmill Lane
into Bancroft and north-south through the site along the river frontage and across Queen
Street onto Lyle Row. A town cycle network has also been proposed along Queen Street.”
“North-south through”  of course implies that the steps beside the fountain are included –
was this for an Iron-Man event, or just the Olympics?

 * 84 in Portmill Lane East,   70 in Portmill Lane West, 130 in the Queen St Main, 11 on street in
Portmill Lane and 72 in the Biggin Lane car park (Thank you, Google Maps).
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   Simons drawing of the scheme.
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Simons drawing 2 ; The Biggin is almost invisible
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Simons “opening up views of the church”.

              St.Mary’s from Hollow Lane, 2003 but little different today.
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