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Issue 11: Berkhamsted

Berkhamsted is a compact, valley market town with considerable character and history. It
has evolved from Roman times at a steady pace. At the heart of the town is a mixed
economy of commerce, retail and leisure with national and independent traders and
occupiers.

Light industrial employment remains but in recent years industry at Coopers and at Stag
Lane has closed and the resulting brownfield sites redeveloped as residential property.
Attempts to draw retail away from the town centre have been resisted.

There has been a decline in employment space – between 2001 and 2012, 24,000 sq. m. of
A2 and B2 space has been converted to residential use. The growth in population to some
18,000 has been carefully managed but has also placed a considerable strain on the town’s
infrastructure.

The CS promotes further growth and we consider the proposed increase of 1180 new homes
to be above what is required for natural growth. Any further development must be carefully
managed over time and restricted to small scale opportunities.

Incursions into the Green Belt must be strongly resisted. Greater numbers of new homes
will have a considerable adverse impact on the town’s character and environment.
Therefore, while we would limit growth to a lower number (as discussed in Issue 6) and
would exclude Hanbury’s (LA4) from the projected numbers, we support Dacorum’s careful
and responsible approach to the growth of the town and their analysis of possible housing
sites which have been discounted.

All reasonable sites have been assessed and, as discussed within Issue 2, DBC’s selection
process is more transparent and robust than some devised by land owners promoting their
land for development.

In November 2011 Savills on behalf of GUI submitted an assessment of “alternative Green
Belt sites in Berkhamsted”. This was further to their assessment of Green Belt sites across
Dacorum in 2010.

Savills have used an assessment methodology and scoring criteria (which is presumed to be
of their own devising) based upon PPS3 (Housing) and PPG 2. They have therefore used
criteria for assessing development potential and deliverability and meeting sustainability
targets to assess Green Belt. The NPPF reinforces the importance of protecting existing
Green Belt which cannot be defined as development land.

Savills state that sites scoring 21 28 on their assessment method represent the most
sustainable sites against PPS3 criteria in terms of availability, sustainability and achievability.
Sites scoring 14 20 have less sustainable credentials. Savills score the GUI land at 21, which
ranks seventh in their list of similar potential sites in the Borough.
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Given the breadth of factors used in the methodology there will inevitably be an element of
subjectivity in assessment of different sites but one factor does stand out in that Savills
classify their client’s Green Belt land as “Quasi Brownfield Green Belt ”and not “Edge of
Settlement Green Belt”.

“Quasi” means “as if it were” or “seemingly”. “Brownfield” is land previously built on (PDL).

Thus Savills are of the view that the GUI land is not Green Belt nor is it productive
agricultural land which has never been built on. If they had scored the land as it is rather
than as they would like it to be their method would put the land in 14 20 category with “less
sustainable credentials”.

Further examination of Savill’s assessment throws up a number of other interesting
variations. Berkhamsted is a compact town and certain assessment criteria should produce
similar scores, eg for “Existing Transport and Utilities Infrastructure”.

The seven Berkhamsted sites reviewed in 2010 as measured by Savills’ guidelines are
virtually the same in this respect and a variance of 2.2 to 2.8 is not justified. The average
score of 2.6 would be more appropriate.

Similarly “Access to Local Employment, Services and Facilities” is the same for all sites rather
than a variance of 2.63 to 3.5. The average is 3.

Other criteria will produce a range of assessment scores as they are site specific. For
example “Environmental and Heritage Constraints”. The range for the seven Berkhamsted
sites is 2.4 to 3, with the GUI site at 2.9. Five of the sites are in a corridor close to the A41
running in an east to north west direction. Several are stated to have wildlife constraints
with the potential presence of protected species.

Despite the presence of a wildlife site within its boundaries there is apparently no such
challenge on the GUI land and such that there maybe can be “managed”. Overall it is not
clear why the GUI land should be scored higher than the land at Egerton Rothsay (SS1) at
2.68 and a score of 2.7 is more appropriate.

It is worth noting that under this “Environmental, etc…” criteria there is no reference to the
impact on the environment of the by products of development such as traffic generation.
Savills restrict their assessments to the impact existing road and rail infrastructure may have
on new development.

All new development will generate incremental traffic movements but the scale and
concentration of the GUI development they are promoting will have a greater adverse
impact on existing infrastructure, air quality and traffic movement. If this factor was scored
the GUI site would compare very unfavourably with the other sites being promoted for
development.

“Potential Contribution to Infrastructure Investment”. Given the scale of the GUI proposals a
high score can be expected. However it is pointed out elsewhere (GUI Planning Document
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s2.11) that any promised improvement to bus services is subject to a viability test and the
proposed ‘village centre’ or ‘local hub’ is unsustainable as discussed earlier (Issue 2 and
Appendix 2).

The proposed east west link between Chesham Road and Swing Gate Lane could improve
connectivity but is largely a requirement of the development itself and it is worth
remembering that the northern section of Chesham Road is one way southbound. No real
infrastructure improvement to Swing Gate Lane is proposed despite the heavy increase in
vehicle movement.

So despite a very significant uplift in land values resulting from residential use the level of
infrastructure investment looks slim and potential not realised should mean a score on this
criteria of no more than the average for the Berkhamsted sites which is 2.43.

“Land Ownership/Availability”. With the exception of the Little Kingshill site all
Berkhamsted sites are being actively promoted for development by their owners although
some may lack the resources of GUI. Otherwise it is not clear why a range of scores 2.83 to
3.83, is given for this criteria. Land at Egerton Rothsay (SS1), which is not Green Belt and is
supported by DBC, is scored at 3.17. It is no less certain than the GUI proposal and this
therefore seems an appropriate score for that land as well.

Adjusting the criteria scores as outlined above puts the GUI land on 19. This ranks it at 20
out of the 38 sites in Dacorum assessed by Savills. There are more sustainable sites in
Berkhamsted as well as in the Borough.

SS1 is not Green Belt but it is at the outer limit of the scale of any single development site
that the town could contemplate, and the proposed housing density is not in keeping with
the surrounding area. It will however contribute to sustainability in reducing pressure on
other less appropriate sites in the town.

However, BRAG does maintain that the true local housing need for Berkhamsted is
considerably lower than DBC have set and the lower figures suggested in Issue 6 will allow
SS1 to be developed at a density more in keeping with the surrounding area.

BRAG does not believe the consequences of development on local infrastructure have been
satisfactorily addressed and our views on this topic are explored in part under Issue 3.
Pressure on highways, congestion and insufficient central parking are challenges already
present.

The proposed change from a three tier to a two tier education system should mean that
existing under used facilities will satisfy demand. Higher development numbers than
planned will drive the need for more school space and a likely incursion into the Green Belt.

The current school provision is not adequate to cope with the number of school age children
in Berkhamsted (and those even younger who will require places in the very near future).
As a result a consultation is currently underway to decide how best to solve this. The
decision will be made in the autumn and the outcome will be either to change the education
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in the town from a three tier to two tier system or to build a new primary school at
Bridgewater on the north side of the valley.

Local health services are sufficient. Where the CS fails is in providing the Borough and its
towns with a proper NHS hospital facility. This may be outside this remit but it remains a
major concern for residents.

The recommendation (subject to final objections) is to change to a two tier system.
However Swing Gate School and Victoria School will only admit children aged 3 to 7. These
children will all then progress to Thomas Coram School from age 7 to 11.

BRAG has been informed by Herts County Council that the present consultation by their
Children's Services colleagues relates to the needs of the settlement, as existing, not taking
into account child yield that might arise out of the development which is being promoted by
GUI.

The starting point of HCC would be that if there was further significant development above
that allowed for in the CS (such as that proposed by GUI) then it would be important that
the development “swallowed its own smoke” in terms of providing an appropriate level of
new education capacity to serve the needs of the development.

The loss of commercial floor space, the redevelopment of brownfield land, the proximity to
London and good transport links are moving the town towards a residential commuter
town. BRAG advocate that further loss of non residential space should be resisted; that
opportunities for retail/commercial development should be concentrated in the town
centre, with imaginative schemes at the former post office and police station and at the
Water Lane junction. Existing employment space should be protected but further incursions
into the town’s fringes resisted.

The soundness of the CS can be improved by the establishment of an overarching policy
statement which addresses the stresses and demands placed on the character, quality of
the environment and the infrastructure that have come with recent growth.

The town is a victim of its own success and any significant additional growth will breach any
definition of sustainability. The policy should integrate the aspirations for improvements to
the Bulborne and the quality of the pedestrian environment. Tourism should have greater
recognition and the importance of Berkhamsted Castle and the need for public facilities
recognised. It should also note that growth will come from local ingenuity in creating
windfall sites for development.

Local allocation at Hanburys (LA4) has not been properly justified. Its inclusion the CS flies
in the face of DBC’s stated aims to protect the Green Belt around Berkhamsted and seems
totally contrary to MC82 as discussed in Issue 2.
In Issue 6, BRAG shows that the growth numbers fall well below the level that would require
LA4 to be used so there are clearly no exceptional circumstances that would justify the
inclusion of Hanburys/Old Orchard as a Local Allocation. Indeed, it could be argued that its
inclusion will set a precedent for further development between Shootersway and the A41.
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Appendix 2

Letters regarding proposed village amenities
(page 1 of 6)
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Appendix 2
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Appendix 2
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Appendix 2
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Appendix 2
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