LUTON LOCAL PLAN   Comments from Luton Friends of the Earth   June 2003

Contact: David Oakley-Hill   

(We would either submit written representations or appear at a Public Inquiry, and may be willing to present a joint case 

with other bodies or individuals on some issues)

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________

We responded to all 57 questions at the time of the Local Plan Issues Report in March 2002.  It is unrealistic for us to be able to check whether most of our concerns on behalf of Luton's people, health and environment, the wider implications for neighbouring areas, and the general health of the planet, have been included or translated into policy for the First Deposit Draft, but would ask that our comments are referred to again.

Due to time pressures, we can only hope to give a cursory glance at this large document and pick out a few concerns.  However, we note that much work has gone into it, and some feedback from the sustainability appraisals which FoE attended has been included.  The document demonstrates more environmental concern than the last Plan, and we are particularly pleased to see statements such as those at 5.19 and 5.20. Our worry is whether the good intentions will be translated into action.

Points of concern

General point on balance of housing, employment, roads and green space

The amount of healthy, open green spaces, wildlife habitats, quality of life, health, well-being, and convenience of the people living in, working in or visiting Luton should not be sacrificed in the desire to provide more housing, jobs or roads.  Luton is full, and employment sites are comparatively few, so these should be retained as a general principle.  An example is the site occupying the whole of one side of Holly Street (page 56 site 7) which should not be allocated in the Plan for housing.  This site is the subject of a premature application at the time of this response.

More dwellings in the town centre on a small scale should continue to be encouraged, and Luton's measures to prioritise local applicants for housing could be extended. However, the use of large sites with employment potential for housing unnecessarily puts pressure on green fields at the edge of town.  

This is especially important as the allocation of 40ha of rolling green fields behind the airport called Wigmore employment area, or 'Century Park' (EM3 page79), distorts figures for employment provision.  This greenfield site is contentiously allocated for employment against residents' wishes.  It is speculative, inaccessible by road, and would require an expensive tunnel under the airport for it to come into use at all.  

Further, its development, which would be an enormous loss of attractive green landscape, is not needed, as it is acknowledged even by airport management that there is capacity for expansion of airport support services for several years on the existing airport complex, particularly if the car parks were sunken and made into two or three storeys.

Projected population and household number change (page 19-20)

We would question the statistics given, that between 2001 and 2011 Luton's population will drop from 184,000 to 178,000 (6,000 fewer), yet households will increase from 70,000 to 72,000 (2,000 more).  Are household sizes to shrink forever, or this just a temporary social phenomenon?  Even if true, it is the duty of planners not to cater for demand, but to effect the necessary changes for sustainability to benefit the people in our overdeveloped town, by not overdeveloping it further and so reducing the quality of life for all.  As, in Luton, 26.5% have no access to a car, fewer people should mean fewer car trips.

Sites proposed for housing (page 56)

Generally, this section confirms how overdeveloped the town is.  It shows the council has been scrabbling around in search of further housing sites, and come up with not much that is suitable.  Generally, substantial employment sites and green spaces should be retained as such.  A few of these sites could offer 
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some housing as part of mixed use, but few are suitable for housing over the entire site, in many cases because the noise and pollution from busy roads make them unsuitable to provide residents with housing that would offer a reasonable quality of life.  In view of this, there should be amendments to the proposed use of these sites in text and on the map. 

Site 1   Hightown Conservation Area (page 125-6) - English Heritage should be partners with residents in decision making, and  improvements should be sympathetic to the locality.  Reduce business rates to small independent shops, which would give stability and enhance the variety and appeal of goods. Also encourage planting, windowboxes etc.  No shops or employment sites at ground level should be converted to housing.  There is a new spirit in Hightown, and this would do much to regenerate the area.

Site 2   Land at Caleb Close - providing there is no more than minimal disturbance to residents, this is a sizeable employment site that, like Site 7 (Holly Street) should not change its use for housing. 

Site 3   69 Felstead Way - a large green site in private ownership and inappropriate for employment, where there is an opportunity to extend existing public open space and create a new area of biodiversity as well as perhaps adding some housing on part of the site.  The new County Wildlife Site at Crick and Honeygate Hills could in future include part of the Felstead Way land.  Instead of housing, part of the site could be reassigned as grassland and a public amenity - perhaps playing space. 

Site 4   Runley Wood Pumping Station and garage site - this Water Board land is a site currently with a premature application for housing, opposed by many residents.  It contains beech trees, and possibly bats, so may conflict with policies on environment, biodiversity and nature conservation. The site is also a well, and sits over the town's water supply.  Access regarding contamination or supply may be required in future, which would be unachievable if houses were built here.  This proposal may also conflict with policies about contaminated land.

Site 5   Land off Leicester Road - a substantial employment site which should not be lost, near a cluster of similar sites.  Dwellings along the south side would be too close to the busy Hatters Way, and too noisy and polluted to provide good quality of life.

Site 6   Dalroad Industrial estate - a part, which should not be lost, of a bigger employment site. The north side alongside Hatters way would be too noisy and polluted to give a good quality of life. 

Site 7   Holly Street - a large employment site occupying the whole of one side of the Street.  Such sites should not be re-allocated for housing in the Plan, as this puts undue pressure on green space around the town.  This site is the subject of a premature application at the time of this response.

Site 8   Car park off Telford Way (example in Luton's Designing for Sustainability, case study 2, Crawley Rd, shows a mixed use development) is a sizeable site, and should at least along the busy Telford Way (too noisy and polluted for housing) be allocated for employment.  Away from this road, and along the Luton-Dunstable rail corridor, some housing might be appropriate.

Site 9   Dunstable Road / Leagrave Road triangle site - this would be too noisy and polluted for housing giving decent quality of life.  This area is already too built up and needs more open space - more buildings would make it claustrophobic. Usually occupied by pigeons, this site would be better and more attractive without large buildings - instead it could become a partly grassed public open space with trees, seats, flower gardens, sculpture, water feature, and food kiosks, perhaps allowing space for a weekly market, crafts, music performances etc.

Site 10  Car Park on Dunstable Place (site of the old court building, which should have been protected!) - the side with Stuart Street frontage would be unsuitable for housing due to noise and pollution, so should 
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probably be offices.  We agree mixed use may be acceptable if it included some dwelling units away from Stuart Street. There is an opportunity for a row of trees to match those opposite, and for a few shop or café units opposite the Oddfellows pub, with pavement seating underneath the trees.  

Site 13  Land to rear of Bank Close - this site right next to the M1 would be too noisy and polluted for housing that would give a decent quality of life.  See para 5.81 (p45) about noise.

The same applies to land behind the Barn Owl pub, opposite Stockwood lower pond (see map). It would be irresponsible to build new housing next to the M1, where constant noise and pollution levels would subject residents to poor quality of life and likely ill health, and it would be unwise to spend regular time in gardens beside the M1 or to grow vegetables there.  

--------------------

Nature conservation (Env6 E, page 33) - It can take many years for a site to develop diversity, and we object to this glib statement.  You cannot just 'magic one up' with similar wildlife value to one that is lost.

Good buildings - conserving our heritage  (5.31)  Good, but it is not only listed buildings that need protecting and conserving.  There should be a presumption (reflecting government guidance on heritage) that old, sound, worthwhile buildings should be retained as part of any development, converted if necessary.  So 5.34 should not only apply to listed buildings, and ENV12 should go further in this regard.

Deculverting (5.70, page 43) - Plaiters Lea  Conservation Area (Northern Gateway, page 116): Silver St / Bute St / Barkers Lane is an opportunity to bring the River Lea to the surface as part of a new public plaza on the Silver St/Bute St ground level car park - an open space with seating and covered 'greenhouse' gazebos, and to bring the historic Barkers Lane back to life by encouraging small, appealing, independent shops, including a baker, on this side of the Arndale.  Bute Street can be pedestrianised (vehicles for access only).

Conservation areas (Env 10, page 36) - see comments on Plaiters Lea.  There is not enough about public open spaces in Conservation Areas and the need to create these as an enhancement when the opportunity arises should be in the policy.

The petrol station in Guildford Street is unsuited to a conservation area (see 5.71). This garage has already been responsible for serious leaks, contaminating Luton's water supply for years ahead, and leading to the largest fine the Environment Agency has ever imposed for this type of pollution incident.  It should not be permitted to reopened it at this site.

Registered parks and gardens (page 37) - Luton should recommend strongly that Stockwood, with its historic environment, trees and landscape, is of similar quality, character, variety and value, and should be included in English Heritage's register for its 'significant contribution to the richness of the local scene'.

National Cycle Route 6 (5.63, page 41) - While public art will be welcome, it is less important than clear signing of direction and local amenities at junctions along the route.

Transport issues

There is no imaginative blueprint here for progress, particularly for reducing car use and improving public transport.  Many suggestions were made by the Luton Local Agenda 21 Transport group over three years, and it is disappointing that more of these, listed in 'Building a Sustainable Community in Luton', are not included.
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Translink   Take out reference to TRANSLINK from policy T5 on page 98, from the table on page 17,  and from the map.  This is the name for a guided busway.  This has not received government support or 

funding.  While the most sustainable option is to join the Midland Mainline via Dunstable to the West Coast Mainline using heavy or light rail on the rail tracks where they still exist, the type of mass transit system to use the disused railway corridor across South Beds has still to be decided.  

Airport (page 127) - Luton is appreciated for its relatively small, convenient and efficient airport.  Major expansion would risk its safety record and its commercial success.  Any development or expansion should be slow, measured and sustainable, steadily increasing the proportion of passengers and employees accessing the airport by public transport.  Full environmental impact assessment, and full environmental costs on the wider environment must be determined independently and fully paid for. 

Luton East Circular Road North (Policy T13, page 103, and map) 

It beggars belief that a Plan which has undergone a sustainability appraisal could still carry such an unsustainable policy, conflicting with LP1, A-G, and ENV1,2,6,7,8,10,12,13,14,21.  It is nevertheless interesting that such a major scheme is referred to in only one short paragraph, 8.53.  It is a red herring to state that the road would allow traffic calming to certain routes. That it may divert some traffic from the town centre does not allow for the fact that the massive development which such a road would encourage would create thousands of new journeys, bringing in far more new traffic and outweighing any advantages.   

If building of this immensely damaging road between Stopsley at Mixes Wood and the A6 were to win approval, it would clearly be joined to a Luton Northern Bypass, as referred to in the draft County Structure Plan as part of a major east-west road scheme including a new MI junction.  Such a scheme would seriously undermine use of a mass east-west public transport system through the disused South Beds corridor, and other attempts to reduce car use.  

Support for a major new roadbuilding scheme through Green Belt, and the massive destruction of the countryside that associated development would bring, should not be included unless a full, fair and comprehensive consultation determined that the majority of the public supported the idea.  Ten years ago a large petition (over 6,500 signatures) was gathered against this road by residents of the Warden Hill and Bushmead areas.  Note that magnificent, nationally designated sites such as Warden & Galley Hills SSSI, Bradgers Hill County Wildlife Site (currently brimming with rare wildlife), and Mixes Wood Local Nature Reserve are protected by the Countryside Act against such development. 

Luton FoE objects in the strongest possible terms to the proposed destruction of these irreplaceable sites.

Station and approaches (CA5,/6page 116/117) - any development should thoroughly consult the public, and should respect and be in-keeping with the conservation areas of Hightown and Plaiters Lea.  It should integrate in the most convenient way for the public with the new mass transit system using the rail corridor to Dunstable.  Redevelopment should not cause users of the station or the existing walkway and bridge any greater inconvenience or danger than at present (eg no extra stairs, all stairs to be covered, no new crossings of roads). Improvements on access (lifts or slopes) to all platforms are essential for people who are elderly, ill or disabled.  

Any new "open spaces" should be considered in terms of likely use.  Even with a café, few would want to sit on a concrete area surrounded by trains or buses unless attractive and functional features were in place. (Let the bleak and unattractive Parkway station be a lesson!)  A travel centre next to the ticket hall is essential for advance journey planning, to reduce queues and inconvenience.  These should remain at the present level to prevent extra stairs for the majority who approach from the footbridge. The footbridge, which should have an attractive new clear arched roof and resurfacing of the footway, should not have its present open view blocked by large buildings. 
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Station Road should not be closed - to prevent access from Hitchin Road would create longer journeys, congestion and missed trains, including 'kiss and ride' drop-offs.

Inner Ring Road phase 2/3 (policy T13, p103) - The 'first phase' - Villa Link - has proved as unpopular and ineffective as everyone expected, bringing greater congestion and inconvenience than before.  No evidence has been offered to the public that continuation of this scheme would be of significant benefit, so policy should be subject to thorough and fair public consultation and debate. Disbenefits include loss of trees in Midland and Crescent Rd; loss of attractive steep bank of trees opposite station; loss of some of land that should be safeguarded for possible freight terminal at Crescent Rd / Hitchin Rd.  Would it really justify the expense and these losses?  It would end at lights on Crawley Green Rd, so would not in any case be a 'complete' ring road.

Cycling (page 99) - The amount of progress outlined for cycling (T5) does not reflect its importance in the hierarchy (8.17, page 94) or the fact that there has been gross under-investment in cycling in Luton over the years, so we have a lot of catching up to do. 

Rail freight (page 100) - Reference to railfreight is very low-key. We would like to see a policy commitment to shift goods from road to rail (a requirement in the Local Transport Plan) and more about how this is to be achieved, eg waste by rail.

Swimming pool at Bath Road is wrongly indicated as housing on map. The pool is very well used, popular and central, giving access from most parts of the town, and the majority want to see it remain at the same site. If a new pool is to be built, the sustainable option, involving no loss of open space elsewhere, is for it to be on the site of the disused open air pool on the same site. Once the new pool (which should be solar heated and energy efficient throughout its operations) is open, the existing pool could close (building materials being recycled), and be redeveloped for other sport and leisure activities. This could be substantial, reducing landtake for car parking by making it 2 or 3 storey, with a design sympathetic to the surroundings - cycling should also be encouraged - and retaining an open green area and planting. 

Flood risk  (5.73, page 43) - Controlling surface water run-off eg by more porous ground surfaces. 

ENV20 should consider creating new ponds, lakes and water storage areas, all of which would benefit nature conservation along the river corridor floodplain, as well as reducing flood risk.

Pollution (page 44) - The council should do more to explore and audit thoroughly the maze of outflows in the town centre.

(5.82,5.86,5.87,5.88) - Contaminated land should be cleaned up before building on Pre-star Site, Hightown, and before B&Q is rebuilt at Dallow Rd / Hatters Way.   Capping urban land with hazardous substances, as has been shown at the B&Q site, is extremely unwise.

(5.83, page 45) - Protect a few of the old, less bright and dazzling, orange lampposts (eg 97 Manton Drive) before wiping out the whole species throughout the town!

Affordable housing  (H5, page 61)  Affordable doesn't have to be new - it could be converted. 

Allotments (page 65) - ensure that help will be given to encourage greater use, including funding for toilets, and not to permit any further closures.  Community food growing, avoiding pesticides, fresh air and  exercise are desirable objectives, and sites should be protected for future use.

Stockwood Area (page 121) - We note that on the map the area beside the M1 access road is shown as of nature conservation interest.  If the football club were relocated here, the entire site and its wildlife would be lost under concrete, so we cannot reconcile this with policy SA1G.  We also believe that at times 
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(SA1A) other road users would be seriously inconvenienced.  This and the site SA1 present attractive green fields for those entering Luton from the M1, or Harpenden and St Albans.  If site SA1 were to be developed, for parking etc, this would also have a massive impact on traffic through Slip End. 

We have an alternative suggestion for a site to relocate the football club - on the site of, or just to the north of, the Vauxhall parts centre on Luton Road north of Sundon between the railway and M1.  It would not be near residential areas, and this way there could be a new, far more sustainable transport option that would not encourage access from the M1: a dedicated station beside the club: special trains could be run for fans, protecting the public.

Gap site (page 114) - we see no reason why this public open space, forming a useful cut-through, and possibly being a factor in the redesign of St George's Square, should be developed.  If large enough to match the scale of buildings either side (Library and Thistle Hotel) it would make the square more oppressive and claustrophobic.

Cultural quarter (page 115) - Any redesign of the University should give far greater encouragement, as other University towns do, to cycling, with proper and extensive cycle parking, and showering and changing.  The planted green area on Park Street should not be reduced.

Telecommunications (U1, page 105-6) - We recognise that government guidance and legislation is inadequate for the council to best represent community concerns in all cases. We understand the council has the flexibility to suggest that masts can be moved further away from dwellings, schools, workplaces etc, and this does not seem to be reflected in the policy.  We are also concerned that sharing sites should not necessarily be encouraged, as this may increase radiation to those already vulnerable.

Butterfield  (page 120) - We continue to oppose this development on green fields against the wishes of the vast majority of residents.  However, we strongly support a properly planned and managed park and ride scheme both at this site and on the A6.

---------------

