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Editorial 
 
We make no apology for this being almost a single-issue newsletter, and are happy to publish 
Brent Smith’s recent presentation on the current economy of Hitchin to a wider audience. 
 
Hitchin has succeeded where several other local towns have failed, in achieving the delicate bal-
ance between supermarkets and their location. In this town the large stores, with the exception of 
Waitrose, are tightly integrated with the town centre. In some other towns the survival of the town 
centre has been imperilled by the arrival of a supermarket in a location which has encouraged us-
ers to desert the town centre. Baldock is one clear example, and Royston another. 
 
Hitchin has already survived the arrival of Tesco – which failed – and Safeways and Sainsbury. 
Both of these started business in the town centre and then in pursuit of more floor space, moved 
away a little distance from the town centre. But the current plans for Churchgate, with massive 
new buildings on St Mary’s Square and an ‘anchor store’ on Queen Street are in a different 
league.  At the same time, several other issues mount interesting challenges to the concept. 
 
The first is that of Hermitage Road becoming a bus hub. A recent Comet article suggested some 
alarm amongst retailers in the street at the exclusion of other traffic. Whilst Hermitage Road has 
had a higher turnover of shops than some other streets, and it would seem that fragility would be 
further threatened if car traffic is excluded. That exclusion, together with the Queen Street anchor 
store, might well encourage a second town centre to sprout on the east side of the river. Hermit-
age Road was built to improve access from the town centre to the station: to close it would change 
the traffic flow patterns significantly, both by car and on foot, given the relatively poor access from 
say, Brand Street to Queen Street. Portmill Lane, Churchyard and Churchyard Walk are the alter-
native routes on foot, none of them suited to high volumes of pedestrian flow, and none direct.  
 
The Times draws attention to the mere 80,000 square metres of new floor space added to the UK 
retail market in the first half on 2010, and 135,000 due for completion in the second half. The total 
of 215,000 metres is less than the average over the last ten years, despite the peak of 830,000 
square metres in 2008. The expected total for 2011 in only 260,000, so expect no sudden growth. 
Hitchin is surviving better than some other towns: vacancy rates for ground floor only and by num-
ber of properties indicates that Hitchin has 6.8% empty, whilst Letchworth has 19.9% and Watford 
16.7%: the national average is 12.4%.  
 
The Council’s agreement is with the developer Simons, and we are well aware of Simons’ track re-
cord. It is not encouraging: in Wokingham the occupier of the anchor store did not last long, and 
the vacant store building has been a problem for the town ever since.  Their scheme in Witney, 
Oxfordshire, should be seen by all who are concerned for the future of Hitchin, some pictures are 
appended below – Debenhams, cinema, and empty shop units, photographed in 2010.   
 
There is further interesting context in Dorchester where the residents were very clear indeed that 
their District Councillors did not reflect residents’ views in any way, and there were noisy protests.  
 
For Hitchin the problem is simple: we wanted the eyesore of Churchgate modified: we did not ask 
for the whole town centre to be trampled on by a developer. If Churchgate has to stay, to stop that, 
so be it.  

 1..The Times.,October 11th, page 44, Shopping Centres Growth slows to a crawl. 
 2.  Doing it by area, the figures would be much distorted by Woolworths and Clement Jocelyn 

 Photos courtesy of Audrey Green / Hitchin Forum 



An Analysis of Hitchin Town Centre and Retail Trend s  
 
Introduction 
 

My presentation covers the research which we undertake in Hitchin Initiative in order to 
inform the decisions which we take. 
 

I will, of necessity, be very brief on each of the subjects which I am covering, but copies 
of my presentation will be available and I am happy to share our research with anyone 
who is interested. 
 

Footfall Surveys 
      In 2000 Hitchin Town Centre Initiative decided to commission PMRS (Pedestrian 

Market Research Services) to carry out footfall surveys in Hitchin Town Centre 
twice each year.  They have specialised in this type of survey since 1984, and 
have covered over 400 retail centres. 

      We had two surveys carried out each year from 2001 through 2007.  We missed 
2008 when we were conserving our resources for the BID application and we 
now commission one survey per year. 

Average Pedestrian Count Per Day by Location
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LDC figures for East Region mid-year 2010  
     Town Centre 
1 Dunstable 20.3 % 
2 Letchworth 19.9 %  
3 Harlow 19.8 %  
4 Watford 16.7 %   
5 Luton 14.0 %  
6 Great Yarmouth 12.9 %  
7 Hemel Hempstead 12.5 %  
8 Cambridge 11.9 %  
9 Ipswich 11.9 %  
10 Kings Lynn 11.1 %  

The footfall rose up to 2006 and then dropped to its present plateau. 
 

Although the figures are remarkably constant, you can determine some variations in the 
pattern of footfall caused by changes in the town.  The most obvious of these was the in-
crease at location 2 (107 Bancroft) since the opening of the new Sainsbury Store and 
the equivalent drop at location 27 (Halfords) while the old Sainsbury was closed and the 
rapid increase since it reopened as Argos & New Look.  The numbers passing in front of 
Woolworths have dropped by over 20% since it closed, but with only slight increase on 
the opposite side of High Street and in Churchyard. 
 

There has been an increase over the last two years in Churchgate, we believe due to the 
increased footfall in the market. 
 

The results of the surveys confirm the relative levels of footfall which one would expect 
from knowledge of the town centre and levels of “Zone A” retail rents. 
 
Analysis of our Town Centre Floorspace & Vacancy Ra te 
 

      Hitchin Initiative have completed an up to date survey of all the ground floor us-
ers in the town centre – I am sure that you will appreciate that this has been a 
massive task.  We are grateful for the work done by the Town Rangers and to 
John Simmonds for crunching the numbers. 

      I will take you through a very brief analysis of it, but as I said earlier, it is available 
for detailed study. 

 

We base our figures on the area covered by the BID. 
 

Firstly, our current vacancy level  is 6.8%, not as low as we would like but much better 
than comparable towns.  For comparison, the recently issued LDC Report “A Gathering 
Storm? Shop Vacancy Report - Mid Year 2010 ” , gives the figures for our region are as 
shown in this table.   

10 Kings Lynn 11.1 %  
11 Bedford 10.7 %  
12 Stevenage 10.6 %  
13 Bury St. Edmunds 10.3 %  
14 Colchester 10.2 %  
15 St. Albans 9.6 %  
16 Westcliff 9.5 %  
17 Peterborough 9.  
18 Norwich 8.4 %  
19 St. Ives 8.4 %  
20 Bishops Stortford 7.8   

The national figures for medium sized towns are as shown in the following table.   
You will see that the national figures for medium sized towns shows vacancy rates of up 
to 30%.   



All UK – Medium Size Town Centres 
                    
1 Altrincham 30.04 %                              12 Cliftonville 20.64 %  
2 Margate 27.55 %                                    13 Dartford 20.51 %  
3 Dewsbury 27.44 %                                  14 Upper Norwood 20.33 %  
4 Stockton-on-Tees 27.27 %                15 Dunstable 20.32 %  
5 Morecombe (W. End) 25.01 %        16 Sale 20.12 %  
6 Leith 23.44 %                                              17 Whitely Bay 20.01 %  
7 Warrington 22.85 %                              18 Letchworth 19.86 %  
8 Stockport 22.27 %                                   19 Harlow 19.75 %  
9 Brixton 21.72 %                                      20 Hinckley 19.69 %  

For large centres, there are also towns with nearly 30% vacant. The worst performing 
large towns near us are: 17th  Watford   16.70 %, and 21st  Northampton  14. 77 %.  
The best large town in our region is Norwich at 8.4% 

Our largest vacant unit is obviously Woolworths.  We are not alone in this, over the UK 
there are over  
300 former Woolworths still unlet. These charts show nearly 50% unlet in our region and 
what those let  
have become (mostly supermarkets and discount stores). 
 
At 3,789m2 gross, Woolworths represents 57.5% of our vacant space. 



Analysis of our Town Centre Floorspace & Vacancy Ra te 
 

Our surveys show: 
     Address 
     Name of occupier 
     Gross floor area 
     Category of what they do 
     Multiple or Independent 

 

There are currently 334 commercial premises in the Town Centre, with a total gross floor 
area of 52,170m2.  Although in our BID area, we have excluded The Priory and both su-
permarkets.  For reference, Sainsbury is 3,585m2 gross and Waitrose 3,890m2 gross.  
 

This floor area splits into the following uses: 
     261 Retail Units (37,505m2 gross floor area), which includes 

      41 Fashion Retailers (6,073m2 gross floor area) 
      47 Restaurants & Takeaways (4,967m2 gross floor area) 
      27 Hairdressers (1,586m2 gross floor area) – we have lost 3 from 

our peak of 30! 
     51  Service/Professional (8,070m2 gross floor area)  

 
I have already given you the current vacancy level.  Other useful information which you 
can glean from our report: 

     Our 261 Retailers we split 73:188 between Multiple and Independent, giv-
ing us 72% Independent Retailers. 

     The Independents tend to occupy smaller units.  The split by floor area for 
all floorspace including Office/Professional splits 20,544m2 :25,032m2  

     giving 55% Independent. 
     The prime frontages with the highest footfall are mostly occupied by Multi-

ples, giving us the completely unjustified “clone town” label.  The Inde-
pendents mostly fill the secondary and tertiary areas and occupy the 
smaller units in the prime areas. 

 

The additional net floor space proposed in the Simons’s scheme is – 

This gives an additional   25%.  Is this too much all at once? 
 
The New Horizon Survey for the Hitchin BID 
 

Hitchin Initiative commissioned extensive market research in 2007 from New Horizon 
Limited, a company specialising in Town Centre Management development. Their ques-
tionnaire was distributed by hand to as many businesses as possible within the confines 
of the town centre.  Where possible, it was handed directly to the manager/ owner of the 
business or a member of staff.  It was accompanied by a letter from Hitchin Initiative.  
The completed forms were collected a week later.  322 forms were given out and 309 
completed ones returned, an astonishing response level. 
 

There was also an on-street survey of 250 users of the town centre, and an “at a 

Existing Floor space                  
Comparison                                 17,903m2 
Convenience                               7,518m2 
Total                                               25,421m2 
                       
Proposed net increase             6,370m2 



distance” telephone survey questioning people within the local catchment population who 
should naturally shop in Hitchin but don’t, to find out why not. 
 

This survey determined what actions were needed to be put into the BID prospectus and 
gave us an enormous amount of information.  

The Nathanial Litchfield & Partners (NLP) Reports 
 

NHDC have commissioned surveys and reports from Nathanial Litchfield & Partners cov-
ering the whole of North Hertfordshire in 2004, 2006 and 2009.  These reports have 
been used in the formalising of their policies. 
 

The following terms are used in their reports: 
Convenience Goods Consumer goods purchased on a regular basis, including food 
and groceries and cleaning materials. 
Comparison Goods Durable goods such as clothing, household goods, furniture, DIY 
and electrical goods. 
Higher order Durable goods which tend to be high value, bought on an occasional basis 
comparison goods and/or where customers are most likely to shop around and com-
pare products in different shops e.g. adult fashion items, high value electrical goods, 
jewellery, furniture etc. Customers are usually prepared to tend to travel further to pur-
chase these items. 
Lower order Durable goods which tend to be lower value, bought on a regular basis 
comparison goods and/or where customers are less likely to shop around e.g. small 
household goods, books, pharmaceutical and toiletries. Customers are less likely to 
travel long distances to purchase these items. 
Net floorspace Retail floorspace devoted to the sale of goods, excluding storage space. 
Gross floorspace Total internal floorspace.  
We have extracted the parts of their reports which relate specifically to Hitchin. 
 

I will deal with Convenience Goods first.  We feel that the distinction between Conven-
ience and Comparison has become blurred over time, but will keep to their definitions for 
the purpose of this presentation. 
 

The prediction in their latest report of the net areas of convenience sales floorspace 
which could be supported in Hitchin are: 

Their predictions for Comparison Goods  have changed quite a lot over their three re-
ports, reflecting the changing economic conditions. 

 2007 2011 2016 2021 2026 2009-26 

2004 2,384m2 net 
3,406m2 gross  

4,805m2  
6,865m2 gr.  

8,331m2  
11,901m2 gr.  

   

2006  4,853m2  
6,933m2 gr.  

8,736m2  
12,480m2 gr.  

13,443m2 
19,204m2 gr.  

  

2009  405m2 net 
540m2 gr.  

4,350m2 net 
5,799m2 gr.  

5,125m2 net 
6,833m2 gr.  

6,036m2 net 
8,048m2 gr.  

15,915m2 net 
21,221m2 gr.  



Nothing significant has been built since their 2004 report.  If we look at how their predic-
tions for up to 2016 have changed we see: 

  Up to 2016 

2004 15,520m2  
22,172m2 gross 

2006 13,589m2  
19,413m2 gross 

2009 4,755m2 net 
6,339m2 gross 

I personally have reservations regarding this type of survey.  Our pre-BID survey was far 
more thorough and detailed.   
 
Some points regarding the NLP 2009: 
 
Their survey is based on 1,001 households, 601 visitors and 204 businesses in the 
whole district.  They acknowledge that there are significant differences between what 
people say are their habits and intentions and what is actually found in the visitor sur-
veys. 
 
201 visitors were surveyed in Hitchin. 
 
Only 4.5% of the visitors surveyed in Hitchin were in categories A or B - the lowest of the 
4 towns surveyed.  The national average is 25.9%, and Hitchin is above the average.  
Could it be that A/Bs avoided the clipboard men in Hitchin? 
 
None of them ever shop in Welwyn Garden City. 
 
None were buying clothing or footwear (despite a considerable number of our shops 
specialising in these categories). 
 
Their "Operator Requirements Survey" had a 4.3% response to the 300 questionnaires 
sent out, and only identified 2 companies who might like to come to Hitchin, and yet they 
are confident enough to state that we need thousands of square metres of extra floor-
space. 

 
I don’t doubt that they know a great deal about retail, but I am not convinced that it is 
useful to prepare reports running into hundreds of pages on such modest, and appar-
ently flawed, data. 
 
 
The Changing Pattern of Retailing   
Change happens.  It works on a national and international scale and there is nothing that 
we can do to alter it.  But we can respond to it and make sure that our town is “up to 
date”. 
Shopping trends were changing before the recession, it merely highlighted what was al-
ready happening.  I saw this fairly early, my practice became (more by chance than de-
sire) the most active designers in the UK to the Off Licence trade.  I also worked on an 
EU Home Shopping trial, long before the internet developed and broadband became 
available.  I saw the supermarkets take trade from the High Street. 



The alternatives to the small town High Street are: 
 

·  Supermarkets 
·  Out of Town Shopping Centres 
·  Larger towns and cities (in our case London. WGC, Cambridge, Luton, MK and 

Stevenage) 
· The internet.  Amazon and eBay provide easy and secure shopping.  Localised 

delivery services are reliable and friendly.  Firms like Johnnie Boden offer easy 
pre-paid returns.  

 
I saw the trend in buying of wine and liquor from Supermarkets develop.  My firm, Pen-
tangle Design Group, designed the “Wine Rack” concept for Threshers and “Wine Cel-
lar” and other brands for Greenalls.  I recall one program which we ran to re-brand 1,400 
branches.  Threshers was sold by Whitbread many years ago and is now no more.  
Their two branches in Hitchin Town Centre have been taken over by independent trad-
ers – I wish them luck. 
 

Buying habits change.  The Supermarkets increase their range of offers and overall mar-
ket share year on year.   When I started working with Off-Licences, only men bought 
wine.  Men did not go into Supermarkets.  Supermarkets had very limited ranges.  Eve-
rything has changed.  I recall saying to Whitbread’s directors at a planning meeting that I 
thought that the convenience stores which were starting to be added to Filling Stations 
would one day sell wines and spirits – “It will never happen” they replied.  We now have 
an M&S Store on Stevenage Road with a Filling Station attached. 
 

I also worked on an EU Home Shopping Trial in the very early days of internet.  It was 
predicting the development of broadband.  We started using something called CDi and 
then the newly available CD-ROM discs.  Internet shopping can only increase.  It is easy, 
convenient and very well organised.  During a period when working in a shop has dimin-
ished in status and being a shop assistant has become a minimum wage job, internet 
sites have developed amazing predictive algorithms which take shoppers from one prod-
uct to the next, showing all of its features as they go.  Despite the counter skill training 
that we offer, on-line shopping can be more pleasant than going into a shop (and is usu-
ally cheaper).  Whether or not you purchase, it sends you e-mails suggesting other 
things that you might like to buy, all targeting on your personal taste/requirements – 
when was the last time that a shop assistant did that?  An equivalent level of comparison 
shopping can only be done in a very large centre, Hitchin must deal with the threat of the 
internet in a different way.  
 

Just as downloads spelt the death knell for Record Shops, eBooks seem likely to do the 
same for Bookshops (not Eric Moore or Hay on Wye – there will always be a place for 
browsing bookshops, even when the Guttenberg Press and other such organisations 
have every out of print book available on line, mostly free).  Amazon have just launched 
their Kindle service in the UK, it is so much easier to use than the Sony and similar 
eReaders that it is bound to take off. 
 

I can now download my daily Times onto my iPad rather than have it delivered by Rod-
ney Merryfield.  Even if I decide to keep with paper copies, they are effectively blackmail-
ing me into an annual subscription so that I can have Times+ and on-line services, all of 
which I used to have for free. 
 
Who would ever have anticipated a queue of people stretching the length of the High 
Street waiting to pick up their iPhone4s from the 02 Store on its UK launch day? 



These are all threats to our High Street and will undoubtedly change it, and, when Ama-
zon have you as a customer, their very clever, and highly paid, analysts invent algo-
rithms which look at your shopping habits and suggest other things for you to buy. 
 

However, I am not going to be taking a picture of an onion to get it delivered (even 
though Ocado or Farmers Boxes would happily do this for me), have an on-line haircut, 
drink an on-line cup of coffee or buy on-line shoes. 
 

Hitchin must manage the likely decline in retail demand.  The future for Market Towns 
like Hitchin looks good, but they must convert retail into speciality retail, services, restau-
rants etc.  The periphery may have to return to residential. 
 

Any town needs fully let shops, other than the inevitable occasional empty unit changing 
occupier due to retail churn.  It is much better to have fully let shops and a waiting list 
than having empty units, excessive numbers of charity shops etc. 
 
 
The Importance of Open Space 
 
In addition to its obvious amenity value, open space in a town centre has commercial 
value.  Residents value the feel of the town and it encourages them to use it more, visi-
tors have a wide choice of places that they can visit – the appearance of Hitchin gives us 
a clear commercial edge over other towns. 
 
Building on an open site will give an initial cash receipt, but when viewed overall its de-
velopment can reduce the value the rest of the properties in the town by more than the 
value generated by the particular site [an example, on the grand scale, would be Central 
Park in Manhattan.  If that open space was to be developed it would give a short term fi-
nancial gain but result in the overall property value of New York being reduced together 
with great loss of amenity].   
 
A very large number of apartments have been built in the town centre in the last few 
years.  We have limited open space and St Mary’s Square presents an ideal opportunity 
for the provision of such space. 

Everyone knows that the internet poses a threat to traditional shops, but 
are you aware of these applications (apps) which are already available 
for the iPhone? If you see something in a shop and want to see what 
amazon would sell it to you for – just take a photograph of it and use: 
Amazon Mobile UK, free. 

However, if you are more of a traditionalist, you might just enter the details 
of the product and use: PriceRunner, free. 

 
Or you might prefer to use the camera on your phone to 
scan its bar code and use Red Laser, an app which 
costs 59p to buy. An iPhone plus Red Laser equals love, 
but probably not for the small retailer who is paying rent 
and rates to display the goods which the user is then go-
ing to buy elsewhere. 



Visual of the 1926 scheme 

The built scheme.   
637 people living in the houses on the site were relocated. 



September 2007 Report by Urban Practitioners 
North Hertfordshire Urban Design Assessment - Hitch in 
 
Public spaces: 
 
The Council will seek to protect and enhance or improve public spaces in the town cen-
tre, including core spaces like Market Place and Churchyard.  The Council will also seek 
to create new spaces within new development proposals within the town centre. 
The River Hiz is a feature of the town that should be enhanced, and there is the opportu-
nity to improve the river as a focal point in the town, which can be used as an amenity 
and as an attractive pedestrian walkway linking areas of the town. 
 
Opportunities for opening up the river exist: 
 

·     Between Hermitage Road and Bridge Street 
·  Between Hermitage Road and Bancroft Recreation Ground, with the pro-

posed development at the Ransom site. The riverside walk would be attrac-
tively landscaped, illuminated at night, and clearly signposted from Hermit-
age and Whinbush Roads. 

 
Moss’s Corner has the highest pedestrian footfall in the town centre core area, though 
the character of existing hard landscaping detracts from the area’s appearance.  A high 
quality landscape scheme, with reduced street furniture clutter, reduced changes in 
level, and improved pedestrian access in general, would be beneficial. 
Consideration will be given to improving the environment at Paynes Park, and in particu-
lar improving the visual environment of the street frontage, and improving the pedestrian 
linkage from Lairage car park to the High Street and Market Place. The Council is work-
ing towards preparing a planning brief for Paynes Park. 
 
The street frontage at Queens Street needs to be visually enhanced, and consideration 
will be given to: 
 
Working with Hertfordshire County Council to recover space from motor traffic 
Providing a better setting for St Mary’s Church and other historic buildings  
Using hard and soft landscaping where appropriate 
Ensuring new developments and refurbishments enhance the character of the 
streetscene. 
 
 
The Churchgate Lease 
Churchgate is unloved and is a poor example of the architecture of its time.  Over the 
last 20 years I have had meetings with two of its previous owners to discuss improve-
ments to it.  Their schemes have not proceeded due to the nature of the headlease  and 
because the ground rent is based on rents receivable.   Xxxxxx        xxxxxxx 
 

The current proposal seems to be trying to resolve this by extending this type of lease 
arrangement onto all of the open space in the centre of the town. 



Conclusion 
I have reached the following conclusions from our research: 
 

· Hitchin is a very special town with a staggeringly high level of public 
participation. 

· We are not recession-proof, but have held up much better than most 
similar towns. 

· Our footfall pattern is consistent and the highest footfall remains where 
it was centuries ago. 

· Our high percentage of Independent and Specialist Retailers are a key 
component of our USP. 

· Massive change is coming to retailing and we must do our best to be 
ready for it.  On-line shopping is still in its infancy. 

· Many analysts seem to think that small towns should be carefully man-
aging a decline in retail floorspace rather than building more. 

· The market is of key importance to the town. 
· It is safer to stay small than to risk getting too big. 
 

Our research and data is freely available to our members.  We will also make it available 
to anyone else who might find it useful.  We want to help in achieving the best outcome 
for Hitchin. 
 
 
                                                                                                                            Brent Smith 
 

The 2010 Coach Outing to the Cotswolds. 
 
We left Hitchin at 8.30am and arrived at our coffee stop, a lovely pub near Chipping Nor-
ton where we consumed coffee and very nice home-made cakes and biscuits. 
 
Then we moved to a Woollen Weavers shop and admired the goods on show. 
 
Our lunch stop was at Stow-on-the-Wold, a very interesting town with lots of eating 
places. We stopped to view the Rollright Stones, a Bronze Age ring of stones on the way 
to our tea stop at the Great Rollright Countryside Centre. We left for home at 5pm. 
 
Please book the date for the 2011 coach outing to Aldeburgh and Southwold, which will be on 
Wednesday June 1st, 2011. 
 
More details and booking Forms will follow after Christmas. 
 
                                                                                                                                     Daphne Birch 





THE HITCHIN SOCIETY – PROGRAMME 
 

All meetings are at The British Schools,Queen Street unless otherwise stated. Refresh-
ments are available from 7.30 p.m.and the talks commence at 8.p.m. 
 
 December 2010 – No meeting 
 
Monday 17 January 2011  
A talk with slides by Val Campion on Pioneering Women-The Origin of Girton College in 
Hitchin. 
 
Monday 21 February 2011 – TBA 
 
Monday 21 March 2011 
AGM followed by refreshments. Please remember to go to Our Lady Immaculate & St 
Andrew Church,Nightingale Road,Hitchin. 
 
Monday 18 April 2011 
Audrey Stewart discusses her new book Two Minutes to the Station-The Tale of Hitchin's 
Victorian Triangle published 30 October 2010. 
 
Monday 16 May 2011 
A talk with slides by Ian Jones on London's Mansions. 
 
Wednesday 1 June 2011 
Coach Outing to Alburgh and Southwold. Details to follow from Daphne Birch. 
 
Monday 20 June 2011-TBA 
 
Monday 11 July 2011 
This is a public meeting at The Sun Hotel as part of The Hitchin Festival and is at 7.30 p.
m. for  
8.p.m. Tickets are £5 from HTCI or on the door subject to availability. Keith Fitzpatrick-
Matthews NHDC archaeologist will give a talk with slides.The subject will be confirmed. 
 
August 2011 – No meeting 
 
The latest information on Hitchin issues including planning will precede each talk. 



Planning Issues, May – November, 2010. 
 
During this period the Society has written to the Planning Department of NHDC twice, 
once to object to a planning application, and once in support: 
 
Hitchin Garden Centre, Cambridge Road  wished to retain various works already car-
ried out on the site; we objected to an intrusion, albeit minor, into the Green Belt be-
tween Hitchin and Letchworth. Curiously, the Planning Authority agreed with us that the 
development amounted to inappropriate development in the Green Belt, but neverthe-
less granted permission to the applicants on the grounds of ‘very special circumstances’ 
which they had put forward. 
 
Café Air, Market Place  applied to continue using its present site, and we supported the 
application on the grounds that the café is popular with residents and visitors and is not 
intrusive. The Planning Control Committee has granted temporary planning permission 
for five years in this case. 
 
Two other major issues continue to dominate the planning agenda in Hitchin: 
 
The Town Hall  – English Heritage decided in October that the building should be listed 
Grade 2. You may remember that two schemes were put forward for the future of the 
Town Hall – one proposal, by Hitchin Initiative and community groups, aimed to retain 
the main hall for community use and to use other parts of the building for a district mu-
seum; the other plan, proposed by the council, was to re-structure the main hall as a dis-
trict museum and to retain the other parts of the building for community use. At a full 
council meeting on 11th November there was a debate on the two schemes, and council-
lors voted overwhelmingly in favour of the community proposal. There is still a long way 
to go before the dream becomes reality, but at least the principle has been established 
that the community scheme should go ahead. 
 
Churchgate  – Since the last newsletter was published in April, the Hitchin Society 
gained a place on the Churchgate Liaison Forum, and the body has now met three 
times. Our representative, together with representatives of other local organisations, is 
putting forward very forcefully our concerns about the developer’s ‘vision’ for Hitchin. 
Among specific issues raised so far are: the location of the market, lack of adherence to 
the original Planning Brief, proposed building on St. Mary’s Square and the overshadow-
ing of the Biggin. Progress so far in the CLF has been slow, but suffice it to say for the 
moment that Simons’ vision is rather different from ours. The next meeting of the CLF is 
on Wednesday, 24th November at 6.30pm in Church House – any members of the public 
wishing to attend these meetings are always very welcome to do so.  
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