FLITWICK TOWN CENTRE
PLANNING FRAMEWORK & MASTERPLAN (Draft) November 2007

RESPONSE TO PRE-CONSULTATION BY THE ‘FLITWICK AT THE CROSSROADS’ RESIDENTS GROUP (FATCRG)

December 2007
1)  Context

This response summarises the views of the ‘Flitwick at the Crossroads’ Residents Group (FATCRG, comprising some 150 members) which was set up following the first public exposure of the development proposals for Flitwick’s town centre  - the Planning  Framework and Masterplan  (Draft).    It follows consideration of;

· the material exhibited in the Flitwick Library in November 2007

· public debates on 29 November and 12 December 2007 organised by the FATCRG
· the Planning Framework and Masterplan (Draft) document (PFM)

· the outcome of an analysis of individual responses (93) to a questionnaire circulated to the FATCRG on the basis of the PFM.
It is noted (Section 7.1, p 58 of the PFM) that there are likely to be three separate planning applications for the proposed development following ‘approval’ of the PFM as a Supplementary Planning Document’.  These.relate to: 
· Land to the south of Steppingley Road (Tesco-led)

· Land to the north of Steppingley Road (Consortium of Land Owners-led)

· Bridge across the railway (Network Rail-led)

Emerging proposals to develop a new Leisure Facility on the Millenium Park are also noted , and at the outset the FATCRG would urge that any planning application in this respect must not be divorced from the three referred to above (see 3d below).  Nor can any of them be taken out of the context of the Center Parcs and NIRAH initiatives in the hinterland of Flitwick, and additional planned housing developments at Wixham and in Ampthill and Flitwick.
The following summarises the key points made by the Group, with bracketed figures referring to the relevant  percentage  responses to the questionnaire survey. 

2) Generic Issues arising from the above

a) The Human Dimension

The PFM makes great play of the importance of people-friendly policies, but the FATCRG is concerned that only lip service will be paid to these and that commercial considerations will be the over-riding factor.  While a holistic approach  is also claimed, this cannot be achieved without an assessment of the needs of all town residents both to the west and east of the railway line. A concentrated ‘higher rise’, high density development will not be in keeping with Flitwick’s  predominantly rural footprint.  The FATCRG do not wish to see a clone of the worst of 1960’s new town development.  The UK is littered already with thousands of look-alike shopping and commercial centres.  Why should Flitwick be the same rather than seizing the opportunity of building an environment that takes the community forward rather than backward?  For example, in developing the proposals was any consideration given to the ideas expressed in the Government’s  ‘Ecotown’ initiative?
b) Traffic
Traffic congestion in Flitwick and its environs is already way beyond an acceptable level, and given the axiom that ‘traffic expands to fill the space available’, the proposed development is bound to intensify the current problems (83%) and to increase the incidence of gridlock for a number of reasons:

· the continued existence of a single railway crossing for vehicular traffic and the bottleneck that subsequently ensues

· the provision of extra roundabouts will only serve to slow traffic down with subsequent backing up in all directions

· the proposed relocation of the Tesco filling station to the main A5120 close to these roundabouts and opposite the entrance to a residential estate

· the provision of additional parking at the replanned Tesco and Station sites (the latter may not relieve on-street parking as the use of the Station increases) 
· the need for parking at a new Leisure Centre, if approved, on the Millenium Park and access to this opposite the entrance to a primary school and adjacent to an already dangerous road junction onto the A5120

· the continued requirement for Steppingley Road to act as a diversionary route in the event of the closure of the MI

· public transport provision has already been cut, and unless frequent services are guaranteed, people will be even less inclined to reduce their car use
· apparent lack of suitable cycle routes

Additionally the prospect of even more traffic into and through Flitwick will exacerbate the safety threats to pedestrians that already exist, not least  from the use of Flitwick as a rat-run for HGV’s , and the paucity of pedestrian crossing points

The FATCRG  considers that none of these issues has been tackled adequately in the PFM and that the issue of a western bypass  must be re-opened if the vision of a  sustainable, regenerated and people-friendly Flitwick Town Centre is to be realised. A sustainable scenario addressing the need to reduce the carbon footprint will require much less traffic, not more.  Has a comprehensive survey of the origin of traffic coming into and through the town been undertaken?
c) Retail

Opportunities in Flitwick are already restricted due to the dominance and predatory nature of one retailer (Tesco), and an expansion of this operation on its existing site will only deter potential occupants of the proposed small units.  Such units, even  if occupied and shown to be commercially viable, will be at threat, as has happened in Flitwick in the past, to takeover by the dominant retailer.  It is of considerable concern that Section 7.7, p59 of the PFM comments ‘The Planning Framework and Masterplan seeks the regeneration of an established town centre.   Therefore, in accordance with PPS6 (sic), the Council do not require applications for retail development to be supported by evidence of quantitative and qualitative need, impact, scale and the sequential approach’.
d) Residential

The FATCRG recognises the need, driven by Government dictat, to increase housing provision, especially on brownfield sites and to accommodate social housing, as is proposed in these plans, but does not see how adequate provision for the necessary infrastructure – education, health, utilities etc.- will be delivered.
e)  Crime

The PFM claims that community safety will be ‘reinforced by provision of high levels of natural surveillance and clear and unambiguous distinctions between public and private space’.  However these are just words and there is no substitute for the physical presence of a police station which a community of Flitwick’s size needs. There is no mention of this in the proposals.
3) Specific Issues Relating to the Proposed Planning Applications

a) Land to the South of Steppingley Road
Community and Civic Quarter (pps 54-57  of the PFM)
The FATCRG could not sanction any development which would prejudice the integrity of the current public space.  While the Group would support the extension of a properly equipped Library, creation of a Civic Square, a  town hall presence, and re-building of the Village Hall on the current site, members are completely opposed to the invasion of this area by a Tesco petrol filling station fronting the A5120 (97%).  The Group understands that it has been a longstanding policy of the Flitwick Town Council not to allow public amenity land  to be used for any other purpose.  This area and the Millenium Park could be said to be ‘the heart’ of Flitwick.  It belongs to the community for whom the Town and District Councils act as proxy and its use should be driven by proper consultation with residents and not by deals behind closed doors..  In any event a petrol station on the site will seriously inconvenience, particularly at peak times, residents of the Dunstable Close estate on the opposite side of the A5120 who will effectively be ‘confined to barracks’.
Retail Quarter West of Steppingley Road (pps 41-43 of the PFM)

The Group is concerned about the scheme for the redevelopment of the Tesco site, particularly expansion of  the store to the extent proposed, as it is considered that the present footprint is already too dominant (69%). That this is regarded  as an ‘anchor’ building and ‘Flitwick’s defining landmark’is a worrying indication of the real drivers of the entire PFM, especially as it is quoted that ‘Such intensification of this particular retail use is necessary in order to create a critical mass of development’  (p41 of the PFM).  The provision of additional retail and residential space is welcome in principle but the Group has concerns about the limitations of  the occupancy of the former given the extent of the Tesco offering. Other key issues are the height of the development, and its visual and acoustic effects on residents close by.  A service facility on the first floor is likely to increase such problems which already exist now.  The planners should consider the option of resiting Tesco altogether onto the existing Leisure Centre site and vice versa, while at the same time ensuring that the Town Centre offers a varied mix of shopping provision for daily needs.
b) Land to the North of Steppingley Road Station Quarter (pps 45-48 of the PFM)
There is more support within the FATCRG for the provision of a transport interchange at the station, a multi-storey carpark on the existing station carpark (74%), and for a re-alignment of Steppingley Road to allow the provision of additional mixed use buildings on the east and west side. However a balance must be struck between the need to provide additional parking at the station and the potential for traffic gridlock outlined in 2b) above if provision were to be substantially increased.  The proposed entry to the station complex seems far too narrow to accommodate the expected traffic movements.  It would seem more sensible to undertake a proper analysis of who uses the station and persuade Network Rail to expand provision elsewhere to spread the load.

The Group are also more supportive of retail provision on this site.  However maximum building heights should be no greater than two to three storeys above the level of Steppingley Road as should also be those to the south of the road (85%).  There are mixed views as to whether the existing station should be demolished but the majority suggest that it should not.  If it is to be retained, surrounding buildings must complement and not occlude it.   The majority of the FATCRG support the residential re- development of existing warehouses  between Steppingley Road and the railway line but this must respect fully the need for light and space and protection against noise.
Residential Quarter (pps 50-53 of the PFM)
Proposals for this area are less contentious and generally supported but again with the caveat that building heights should not be more than three storeys.
c) Bridge across the Railway (p48 of the PFM)

There is a definite need for new railway crossings to access both sides of the tracks.  Ideally two one-way road bridges for vehicular traffic are required, one for south-north and another for north-south flows..  The FATCRG supports the proposal for an upgraded and secure pedestrian bridge for rail passengers {including the provision of lift access to platforms  for the latter) but it would be sensible for this bridge to be divided so as also to serve the needs of non-rail passengers (80%).  A further pedestrian bridge should be provided to the south side of the existing road bridge for the use of pedestrians living in the area between Kings Road and the railway line thus giving them a safe and straightforward route to the central area.
d) Millenium Park (Section 5.27, p31 of the PFM)

There is overwhelming opposition to a parallel proposal to relocate and  rebuild the existing  Leisure Centre on the Millenium Park (Recreation Ground), the only green  Community amenity in the centre of the town (94%).  Green ‘lungs’ in urban areas are crucial in mitigating the environmental consequences of climate change as well contributing immeasurably to quality of life. There is no alternative recreational space in Flitwick which is accessible to and usable by  the majority of residents.  There is, however,  support  for rebuilding  the leisure centre for those able to use and afford its particular facilities on its existing site, funding this from the sale  of the adjacent football pitches, and moving the latter to a new site(78%). (But see also the alternative scenario proposed in Section 3a) above.

4) Conclusion

The FATCRG welcomes the opportunity to comment on the ‘pre-consultation material’ and would urge that a full town meeting is held to debate all the submissions made before a revised PFM is put forward.  It is very concerned that such proposals with their far-reaching implications should have been developed this far in an atmosphere of apparent secrecy, and then have been launched on the public with little time for consultation before they are finalised. 
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