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Notes of ‘Meet the Candidates’ Public Meeting

Thursday 28 May 2009 

7.30pm Flitwick Village Hall

1 Introduction 

The meeting was held to give residents of Flitwick the opportunity to meet the Flitwick East and Flitwick West candidates and question them on their stance on issues important to Flitwick residents.  

The meeting was chaired by Fiona Steele and the following candidates were present:

Fltiwick East: Andy Ausden (Independent), Gareth Ellis (Green Party),  Stephen Hunt (Labour), James Jamieson (Conservative),  Stephen Mitchell (Liberal Democrat), Les Thompson (Liberal Democrat), 

Flitwick West: Dennis Gale (Conservative), Richard Kennedy(Liberal Democrat), Stephen Male (Conservative) 

Apologies were received from Louise Watton (Liberal Democrat, Flitwick West).

2 Statements by candidates

Each candidate was given the opportunity to make a short statement about his views on local issues. 

3 Question and Answer Session 

The main issues raised were as follows: 

3.1  Overall approach to the town centre redevelopment    

· Residents expressed concern about the developer-driven nature of the town centre development, the lack of benefits for residents and the lack of a holistic approach to Flitwick. 

· Stephen Male emphasized the need to work with landowners and that residents should not cast judgement before the new plans come out in September. James Jamieson also stressed the need for pragmatism in relation to funding.  

· A resident pointed out that the unitary authority should have some leverage since it owns the library that forms part of the redevelopment. 

· Les Thompson expressed concern that the development is led by the profit-driven Tesco and that we must not be satisfied with like for like replacement. 

· There was a discussion about Section 106 money. Dennis Gale pointed out the contribution that these make towards roads, schools and the environment, whereas Stephen Mitchell said that he was appalled at how 106 money has so far been spent with little to show for it. 

· Residents raised the importance of the quality of architecture and the need for a police station and extra doctors surgery. 

· Gareth Ellis suggested that Flitwick could be made a true ecotown and that there are funding opportunities for environmental improvements. He also expressed a desire to see Flitwick as a town with real ambition that residents could be proud of. 

· Stephen Hunt stressed the need to go back to the drawing board and look more radically at the possibilities, as well as the need for an integrated approach. 

· Stephen Mitchell mentioned that Flitwick East needed to be incorporated more into the plan. 

3.2 Location of Tesco supermarket 

· A resident suggested that the location of Tesco and the leisure centre should be swapped. Another resident expressed the opinion that this would lead to more traffic due to the need for shuttle buses from the town centre. 

· Dennis Gale mentioned the lack of success of an edge-of-town supermarket in Biggleswade. Stephen Mitchell disagreed with Dennis Gale’s opinion on this, citing the views of retailers in Biggleswade.

· Stephen Mitchell brought up the need for competition for Tesco and a resident suggested that Sainsburys could be given planning permission for a site near Flitwick. 

3.3 Town centre redevelopment consultation process 

· Richard Kennedy described the consultation exercises in the past as ‘Mickey Mouse’, having been stage-managed with closed questions and no proper consultation. Les Thompson said that he would like to see the community take a lead in the process. 

· A resident pointed out that the consultation processes in the past had clearly been very expensive. 

· The need for the consultation to be independent and for the public to be kept informed right through the whole process was brought up by residents.

· Dennis Gale stated that public consultations do have an impact. 

· Stephen Male said  realistically it was necessary to present people with a tangible proposal for comments, especially with several landowners involved. Les Thompson disagreed, saying that he had been involved with successful facilitated community consultations in London. 

3.4 Traffic  

· Concern was expressed by residents about the impact of the town centre redevelopment on traffic and about the subsequent effect that this might have on respiratory disease. 

· Stephen Hunt questioned the extent to which a bypass would help Flitwick given that bypasses often attract more development. 

· A resident referred to the previous attempt to build a bypass for Flitwick and stressed that any bypass will affect a wider geographical area than just Flitwick. She also mentioned that a traffic survey indicated that most of the traffic through Flitwick was going to the industrial estate. 

· Gareth Ellis pointed out the length of time that a bypass would take to build and recommended looking at shorter-term measures such as better bus and cycle routes, speed calming and speed cameras. Richard Kennedy agreed that shorter-term measures were needed to reduce unnecessary traffic. James Jamieson explained the importance of having a small number of well-designed cycle paths over a large number of badly designed ones. 

· A resident raised the issues of HGVs driving through Flitwick. James Jamieson said that there were no easy ways to prevent HGVs taking the shortest route. Gareth Ellis disagreed and said that it was possible to make the route through Flitwick less attractive. Stephen Male mentioned that it would be difficult to enforce a weight limit. 

3.5 Footpaths 

· A resident raised the problems with the footpaths in Flitwick. 

· Stephen Male acknowledged the problem with footpaths and that it was now time for the council to prioritise these. 
3.6 Flitwick Mill 

· A resident raised the issue of Flitwick Mill being allowed to decay and destruction of Flitwick’s heritage. 

· Gareth Ellis stated his support for the group working to preserve the mill and expressed a need for enforcement of upkeep of the mill.   

3.7  Influence of councillors 

· A resident questioned the level of influence that the candidates would be able to have. 

· Andy Ausden explained that due to the council structure, individual councillers had very little direct influence on the planning process.

· Stephen Mitchell expressed concern that the planning committee was drawn from a much wider area than Flitwick while Les Thompson was worried about the effect of the previous two planning committees being amalgamated into one. Dennis Gale pointed out that the new planning committee still had to abide by the same laws as the previous one and that the opinions of planning officers were often challenged. 

· Stephen Male was concerned about the power of the council with all parties pushing back local powers. 

· Gareth Ellis pointed out that he had managed to make a difference as an individual councillor and commented that the planning committee was not party political. 

4..Conclusions

Fiona Steele summed up by identifying the key issues that had emerged from the meeting, namely that:

· The needs of residents in new development should be paramount not those of developers 
· Residents should be fully consulted on any plans put forward and given more than one option,  and that such consultations should be independently conducted

· Traffic control in Flitwick and the surrounding area should be dealt with by workable solutions, particularly relating to HGVs to make it less attractive to regard Flitwick as an easy option,  traffic calming methods,  and the provision of proper footpaths and cycleways
She thanked the public and potential counclors for attending the meeting which had provided a useful discussion on how the development of Flitwick should be taken forward.
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