The Friends of the Forster Country
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‘To preserve for all time the open green space north of Stevenage known as the Forster Country’

TO ZAYD AL JAWAD SBC ASSISTANT DIRECTOR PLANNING & REGULATION
COMMENTS ON PLANNING APPLICATIONS

Summary

We call upon the Planning Committee to:

¢ Reject the Bellway Miller Vision for an ‘Urban Fringe Recreation Park’
and agree that the fields should be restored to a form that Forster
would have recognised, fully accessible and designed from first
principles to celebrate the Town’s heritage, culture, and rural past.

¢ Reject the need for the 3.5-meter-wide orbital road and cycle
superhighway and instead consider and agree the alternative proposals
we have put forward within this objection and alternative proposition

e Reject the current 50 car car park and toilet proposal and agree instead
to one of the alternatives set out herein.

¢ Reject the dumped spoil mound and instead open the northern, and
most beautiful part, of the fields so that everyone - not just the able
bodied can enjoy the spectacular views.

Background

This objection refers to the revised proposals for developments in the St Nicholas
Conservation area — known as Forster Country and specifically St Nicholas Meadows
— put forward by Bellway Miller.

This objection must be read in conjunction with our original objection which for ease
of reference is attached and forms a full part of this objection.

At its meeting in March, the Development and Planning Committee deferred a
decision on the ‘Country Park’ and requested that a much more fulsome public
consultation be undertaken. In particular, the Committee asked Bellway Miller to
undertake a first principles’ consultation that invited the people of Stevenage to
determine the purpose and their vision for this open space. Without any public
consultation, they had presented the Committee with a proposal for an ‘urban fringe



recreation park’ that was an exceptionally long way away from the heritage asset and
distinctively rural proposition set out in the Local Plan and at outline planning. They
had no mandate to do this and quite rightly the Committee felt there was a need to
start again on consultation.

Our strong view — supported by Historic England, the Council’s own heritage
consultants and numerous other relevant stakeholders was that an urban recreational
park was not appropriate for these conservation fields. Fields that had inspired a
young Stevenage resident to write one of the finest works of English literature. What a
massive opportunity lost, to create a uniquely special place that could inspire future
generations of young and old Stevenage residents to see their world differently and
make new connections between each other the beauty of the landscape on their
doorstep.

It is deeply regrettable that Bellway Miller have ignored the wishes of the
Planning Committee. No attempt has been made by them to genuinely engage all
residents and interested parties in the future of this space. Instead, they have
undertaken “behind closed doors” private meetings with a handful of recreation
special interest groups. Little wonder that those groups agree with the proposal to
build a recreation park.

In this context, we feelt the choice for the committee is a simple one:

...... Do they want to see these fields restored to a form that Forster would have
recognised, fully accessible and designed from first principles to celebrate the
town’s heritage and culture and with a promise to keep that for the future?

Or do they want to allow the developers to build an urban recreation park replete
with a cycle superhighway and maintenance road that will forever destroy the
landscape and unique heritage and character of this space?

An alternative proposal from Friends of Forster Country

Our vision is a restoration of the meadows as they may have been experienced by
EM Forster. This is what was promised in the Local Plan and in the outline planning
application and what we believe the developer should now deliver.



Our vision is for an accessible landscape that all residents of Stevenage and beyond
can enjoy. We want it to accessible to the young and old, rich and poor — those with a
disability and those who are non-disabled.

Our vision is for the meadows to be a heritage destination not the “urban fringe
recreation park” envisaged by Bellway Miller. We want future generations to be
inspired by the landscape — to visit Rooks Nest House and St Nicholas Church and in
so doing experience something special and unique about this remarkable part of
Stevenage and Hertfordshire. Bellway’s proposal will forever change the landscape
and render it just like any other urban green space - its heritage character will be
destroyed forever.

We have a vision for the Country Park that emphases the Country and much less
municipal Park. These are the last remaining open fields in Stevenage. They are the
gateway to the beautiful countryside north of Stevenage. This landscape inspired one
of the greatest novels in English Literature. A book that celebrated the connection
between people and people and the land. The proposals to build an ‘urban fringe
recreation park and cycle superhighway’ through the conservation area would be, as
the Times newspaper put it — an act of cultural vandalism. But it is not too late to
adopt an alternative, much less obtrusive plan.

1) Paths and overly urban layout

The revised reserved matters application retains

- The development of a 2.5 kilometre 3.5-meter-wide orbital “open space
multi- purpose path” made from “self-binding gravel” which to all intents
and purposes is a road, intended to be used by maintenance and refuse
trucks and as a cycle super-highway.

AND

- An excessively urban approach to path layout, furniture, litter bins and
benches that is not in line with national best practice in terms of inclusive
access to rural spaces or the preservation of historically significant
conservation areas. Bellway Miller have adopted an urban fringe model
which is completely inappropriate for this place.



The Friends of the Forster Country Society have long campaigned for the land we
love to be more accessible, inclusive and available for use by all. Indeed, for many
years we have been a lone voice in this endeavour.

We would support and champion proposals that carefully balance the needs of all
users, including those using wheelchairs, mobility scooters and pushchairs with the
objective of preserving and restoring the very essence of why people want to visit the
conservation area, and what Forster himself described as “one of the finest views in
England” in the first place.

It is why, for all its flaws we took some solace from the fact that the outline planning
permission included an undertaking to restore St Nicholas Meadows to a rural
landscape the nature and character of which would have been recognised by EM

Forster and other late 19th Century visitors

Unfortunately, what is included in the revised reserved matters application does not
live up to that promise. Instead, there is an over designed and unnecessarily urban
proposition that focuses too heavily on a municipal parks led vision for the meadows
rather than one that reclaims it rural heritage and charm. What is being proposed is
not the rural landscape the Forster would have recognised. The developer has used
an “urban fringe” template when developing this proposal. This is completely the
wrong model to adopt for rural setting of such huge historic and cultural relevance.
They would know this, had they undertaken proper consultation.

The most concerning feature of the reserved matters plan is the inclusion of a 2.5
kilometre 3.5 meter-wide orbital “open space multi-purpose path” made from “self-
binding gravel”. To all intents and purposes this is a road, and certainly from a
planning perspective is a permanent structure that should be considered as having
the same impact on the conservation area as if it were an actual road. Indeed,
Weston Road, within the northern part of the conservation area is itself barely 3.5
meters wide and in many places is narrower than that.

Although the reserved matters Design and Access strategy suggests that this “multi-
purpose path” is designed for use by mobility impaired users (which we support) the
accompanying Highways Technical Note 19-188 dated August 2022 states that the
real reason for the 3.5 meter width is so that Council maintenance and refuse pick-up
trucks up to 5 meters in length and 1.75 meters wide can drive around the Country
Park to make repairs to park benches and empty litter bins. Why have the Council



designed a park that is so cluttered with urban artefacts that all these van journeys
are going to be necessary? With a less engineered and less urban design, the need
for such wide paths could be avoided and the rural heritage of the meadow
enhanced yet further.

The multi-purpose path is also intended to act as commuter cycle superhighway. The
developer says this has been requested by Hertfordshire County Council. This is
simply not true. FOFC met with the relevant highways officer (Mr Adrian McHale)
from the County Council on Friday 13" October. Mr McHale was very clear that the
County Council does not require an orbital cycle path, and that from the County’s
perspective a short east west route suffice. It turns out that there is no need for such
a wider path all over the Country Park and we ask the Committee to reject it.

With imagination Bellway Miller could create a stunning local heritage asset of
national significance. And it could do so in a manner that significantly reduces the
burden of traditional maintenance regimes and enhance access for all. The Charity
Groundworks UK estimates that 97% of England’s Wild Flower Meadows have been
lost in recent years and that proposals to re-adopt less manicured meadows and
open spaces should be encouraged. They also note that future and on-going
maintenance regimes and costs are significantly lower meadows than they are for
more traditional parks'.

Reasons to reject the proposal from Bellway Miller

The latest proposal from Bellway Miller proposes the development of 3.5 meter wide
self binding gravel multi use path. This is, to all intents and purposes, a road that will
run around the park. This is proposed in a conservation area! Adjacent to Grade 1
and 2 listed buildings! And is wider than Weston Road!

The developer says the road is needed to accommodate a cycle superhighway and to
allow maintenance trucks to drive around the park and empty bins and mow the
grass.

This is unnecessary for the following reasons:
This land has been maintained for hundreds of years without the need for road

running through it. The need for refuse trucks to empty bins is removed if the
developer adopts the same approach to bins, as the National Trust — namely to keep

1 https://www.groundwork.org.uk/creating-a-wildflower-meadow-in-your-community/



https://www.groundwork.org.uk/creating-a-wildflower-meadow-in-your-community/

the number to a minimum and only ever install them at the entrance to the open
spaces they look after. This approach has been PROVEN to reduce litter and
significantly reduces the need for hard infrastructure in their open spaces.
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-somerset-58307325

There is no transport need for the cycle superhighway. We have met with the
County Council’s highways team and their requirement for a cycle path is only for a
simple east west route through the fields. This can be accommodated, without
the need for the circular road meaning a much less intrusive approach.?

Alternate proposal

By the developers own admission, the appropriate width for an accessible path is
1.8 meters. Made from crushed gravel. This is what is in place at Great Ashby Park.

Except for the east-west cycle route, and the existing bridle way, there is no need for
any path to be wider than 1.8 meters and so, in our view, this should become the
default width.

Extract from developer’s proposal

2 The Friends of Forster Country met with the County Council Highways Team on 13" October and they
confirmed that their requirement was for an East West cycle route as shown in the proposed alternatives. This
is confirmed in their comments letter included in the planning bundle


https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-somerset-58307325
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An east west cycle route
There are three potential east west cycle routes

1) The first is to use just part of the path already proposed by the developer as
shown in Red below
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2) Alternatively, an even less intrusive approach would be to bring the cycle path
through the unused strip of land at the north of the cemetery as marked in red below. The



developer has had amble time to consider this proposition had they bothered to properly
consult.
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3) The final alternative would be for the cycle path to use the existing access to
Weston Road via the cemetery.



Either which way, with a more tightly defined cycle path, all other new paths in
the meadow could then be 1.8 meters in width and made from simple compacted
gravel (like they are in Great Ashby Park) We believe there is also scope, to reduce

the overall number of hard paths as shown below.
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2) Car Park and Toilet Block

The revised proposal continues to include the proposal for a 50-car car park and
toilet block, even though there are already adequate parking and toilet facilities on
site.

This objection will not repeat what we set out in our previous objection documents
that are attached. But suffice to say, that our view remains that the need for the car
park has not been properly established and so there is no case for the development
in the conservation area.

If the Council is determined to push ahead with additional car parking and toilet
facilities beyond those that are already there, we would ask that they consider the
following alternatives.

2.1 A new multi-use car park adjacent to St Nicholas Church This proposal has
come forward with the full support of St Nics Church. Indeed, the Church is in
advanced conversations with the landowner to purchase the land in question and use
their own resources to convert it into a car park. This would see additional car
parking being made available to visitors of the meadows in a period similar to that
being brought forward by Bellway Miller for their car park. The land is in the
ownership of the same land-owner Bellway Miller has purchased the meadows from.
Indeed, over a year ago, Bellway Miller promised a meeting of FOFC, officers of the
Council and the relevant Cabinet Member (ClIr Speller) that they would approach the
landowner to see whether they could incorporate the land into their proposal. A year
on and they have not followed through on that promise, they have not contacted the
landowner and no progress has been made.

The new car park could be used by visitors to the church, cemetery, and meadows. It
would draw visitors to the heart to Forster country. It could also be used as overspill
for major church events and by parents at school pick up time.

We strongly urge the Committee to reject the car park idea, until this option has been
carefully considered by the developer and the Council.






