
MATTER 14 – TOWN AND LOCAL CENTRES 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 

1. Letchworth Garden City Heritage Foundation is a Community Benefit Society, which 
owns the freehold of the Letchworth Garden City Estate.  It is successor to First 
Garden City Limited and the Letchworth Garden City Corporation and is subject to 
the Letchworth Garden City Heritage Foundation Act 1995.  We apply a basic 
principle of reinvesting surplus generated from a primarily commercial property 
portfolio back into the local community, by way of a series of charitable services and 
grant related activity.  Our charitable commitments are set out in the 1995 Act. 

 
2. We directly rack rent approximately 50% of the retail units and rent on assured 

shorthold tenancies a number of apartments above shops.  The remainder of the 
shop units and other commercial premises are held on ground lessees with the 
Heritage Foundation retaining the freehold, subject to covenants.  

 
3. We welcome the opportunity for Letchworth’s town centre to meet wider needs and 

act as a local economic driver.  We have undertaken significant investment including 
into the public realm and environment, arts and cultural activity (including a new 
theatre, community museum and studio/gallery, as well as continued investment into 
our cinema).   

 
4. Our freehold ownership includes sites identified as LG19, LG20 (in part) and LG21 in 

the Submission Plan, the current policy provisions for which we do not support and 
as included in our representations regarding Deliverability (Matter 6), do not believe 
that these sites meet the basic tests included at NPPF Paragraph 173 for allocations, 
relating to delivery. 

 
5. We are also of the view, as detailed below, that there are deficiencies in the 

provisions of Policy SP4, leading to uncertainty regarding the amount of retail space 
sought for the allocated sites within the Plan.  
 

6. We have requested to participate in the examination on 13th December to discuss our 
concerns in more detail.  

 
 
Issue 14.2 - The North Hertfordshire Retail Study Update 2016 (June 2016) [E1] 
projects the District’s capacity for comparison and convenience retail floorspace. 
 
a) Does the provision set out in Policy SP4 reflect this evidence? 
 

7. In our opinion, the evidence provided in support of Policy SP4 is unsound.  The 
existing obsolete Letchworth Town Centre Strategy (adopted in 2007 with the greater 
amount of proprietary work being undertaken in the preceding years) is a weakness 
in the Submission  Plan policy framework (NPPF Paragraph 158), undermining the 
Council’s ability to assess the need for land or floorspace for economic development, 
including both the quantitative and qualitative needs for all foreseeable types of 
economic activity over the plan period, including for retail and leisure development.   

 
8. Policy SP4 refers to the need for up to date Town Centre Strategies and we support 

this requirement.  This is particularly as the existing Letchworth Garden City Town 
Centre Strategy is obsolete and formulated when the retail environment differed 
dramatically to the current situation and we do not believe that the current plan is fit 



for purpose.  We would happily assist in the development of a new plan for 
Letchworth Town Centre. 

 
 
d) What type of retail use is anticipated on each of the allocated sites proposed? 
Should the Plan be clearer about this? 

e) Should Policy SP4 be more specific about the distribution of retail floorspace 
across the centres in the retail hierarchy? Should it earmark specific levels of 
floorspace for each centre? 

9. We do not believe that there is sufficient clarity in the allocation of retail floorspace for 
Letchworth Town Centre, as queried in this matter. 
 

10. We agree with the Submission Plan where it states there is no immediate need for 
additional retail floorspace until 2021 (Paragraph 13.219) and we also accept the 
findings of the North Herts Retail and Town Centres Background Paper September 
2016, where it indicates that the existing vacant floorspace can make a significant 
contribution (Paragraph 19).  However, the format of some of the existing shops may 
not be suitable to meet current market expectations/needs (for example as 
demonstrated by long-term vacancy rates, Appendix B) and therefore there should 
be a focus on qualitative and quantitative measures. 
 

11. With respect to the provision of additional retail floorspace within Letchworth Garden 
City, this should be considered against the current position where the primary retail 
area does have some long term vacant units and these are often difficult to let for 
retail purposes.  Although other uses such as those within Class A3 have proved to 
be more successful, there is a clear issue regarding retail trends and habits of 
customers, which questions the requirement for additional retail floorspace at this 
scale within the plan period. 
 

12. In support of this assertion, provided at Appendix A is a schedule of the existing 
town centre, which shows a snapshot of the current level of vacancy presently in the 
town.   
 

13. Appendix B is a commercial review of the existing centre that supports the view that 
there is an existing surplus of retail provision. Correspondence at Appendix B Page 2 
indicates a 17.1% vacancy rate, 4.4% above the UK average. 
 

14. This sets a context of an extremely difficult market.  Our view is also supported by 
having been a long term landlord with direct experience on the ground of trying to 
secure tenants for these units and plan for the longer term vibrancy and vitality of the 
town centre. 
 

15. Policy SP4 is precise about the amount of floorspace needed and the allocations 
state where this should be provided, however the North Herts Retail and Town 
Centre Background Paper September 2016 Paragraphs 4 and 13 indicate that 
projections at 2026 and beyond should “…be treated with caution and should only be 
used as a broad guide, particularly when translated into the development plan 
allocations…”  
 



16. We are therefore surprised that the Council has allocated additional retail floorspace 
during the later phase of the plan period.  This was in the absence of any agreement 
from the Heritage Foundation as the major land owner in the town centre. 
 

17. When the wording of the policies and allocations are examined, there is also 
confusion as to the level of retail floorspace being sought. 
 

18. Policy SP4 highlights a need for 38,100 sq m of additional ‘A’ class uses.  In the 
breakdown 7,000 sq. m of this is indicated to be town centre uses, which in using the 
NPPF (Appendix 2) definition includes uses which are not ‘A’ class, such as hotels, 
museums, leisure facilities and offices.  
 

19. The allocations LG19, LG20 and LG21 refer to main town centre uses, but not 
specifically retail, i.e. Class A1. 
 

20. LG19, LG20 and LG21 include proposed new development sites at The Wynd, 
Gernon Road and Arena Parade respectively.  Policy SP4 states that across the 
district 38,100 sq m ‘A’ Class floorspace is required.  Paragraph 13.219 refers to 
retail floorspace, but the heading on the table for Paragraph 13.220 states ‘Mixed 
Use’, which would not meet the requirements of Policy SP4.   
 

21. This uncertainty is unhelpful and in the absence of an up to date Town Centre 
Strategy leaves a void in the policy framework, which could be harmful to the 
economic development of the town centre. 
 

22. We therefore consider that SP4 and the link with the site allocations requires 
revisiting and much greater clarity afforded. 
 

23. We are also of the strong view that the requirement for additional retail provision in 
the last phase of the Plan period should be removed and a new Town Centre 
Strategy formulated, which as major landowner we would be happy to support. 

 
Issue 14.10 - The Plan allocates land for main town centre uses (as part of a mix of 
uses) in Hitchin (HT11 and HT12), Letchworth (LG19, LG20 and LG21) and Royston 
(RY12). 

 
24. This matter refers to the allocation of retail sites within in the Local Plan which, as 

explained below, the Heritage Foundation considers is unsound in terms of NPPF 
Paragraph 182. 

 
b) What process or methodology has been used to select sites for allocation? 
 

25. Of relevance to the Heritage Foundation’s interest are LG19, LG20 & LG21. Each of 
these sites are included in the current, outdated, Letchworth Garden City Town 
Centre Strategy (2007), yet no detailed consideration has been given as to whether 
these are viable or deliverable in the plan period.   

 
26. The site allocations (LG19, LG20 & LG21) carry over sites specified in the 2007 

Town Centre Strategy and in our view this demonstrates a lack of robustness in the 
site allocation process and poor partnership working.  We have previously made 
representations to confirm that we would not support these allocations and have 



strong reservations that the development sought in the allocations are viable.  
Furthermore, previous attempts to bring two of these sites forward, were 
undeliverable (possibly hindering the Local Plan’s soundness, NPPF Paragraph 182). 

 
27. We are surprised to see that these sites are allocated for development towards the 

later stages of the plan, despite the background paper stating projections at 2026 
and beyond should ‘be treated with caution’, (North Herts Retail & Town Centres 
Background Paper September 2016 paragraph 4 and 13 and paragraph 5.6 of the 
North Herts Retail Study Update June 2016).   
 

28. We have submitted under Matter 6 our opinion that these sites do not meet basic 
NPPF (Paragraph 173) deliverability tests as the landowner does not support these 
specific allocations.  Furthermore, these allocations could prejudice investment in 
these locations, which could support the town centre, as other development 
proposals outside the wording of these allocations could be refused planning 
permission.   
 

29. The local authority has not considered the allocated sites’ constraints (Paragraph 
14.10(e)), for example, they have failed to recognise that development proposals for 
site LG19 (The Wynd) received detailed planning permission (LPA Ref: 07/02428/1) 
and the CPO process commenced, but as landowner on this site, we could not 
achieve a viable development or developer partner willing to take this forward and 
thus the project was terminated in 2011/12.  Since then, the retail environment has 
further deteriorated as shopping habits change, which would further harm any 
possible viability. 

 
30. We are also concerned that these allocations may impact on alternative investment 

opportunities on these sites (Paragraph 14.10(f)).  For example, an application for the 
permanent use of the existing Wynd car park (LPA Ref 15/01401/1), was declined by 
the Council and a temporary consent granted on the basis that the site is allocated 
for re-development in the Plan.  This is despite there being a campaign for better car 
parking facilities by the Letchworth Business Improvement District.  This has meant 
that we have not been able to invest in re-surfacing and drainage to improve this car 
park, which is currently predominantly MOT Type One surface. 
 

31. In the case of LG20 (Gernon Road), this site is in the ownership of the Heritage 
Foundation, District and County Council (Appendix C), and again may not be suited 
to a retail led development.  It has a number of constraints on the site, including 
buildings of heritage value.  It is outside the primary and secondary shopping 
frontages and could be considered a peripheral site in the town centre, which should 
only be proposed where there is a demonstrable need and suitable and viable town 
centre sites are not available (NPPF Paragraph 23).  This site is likely to be 
unattractive for a retail development, but could be suitable for other main town centre 
uses.  It is noted that the North Herts Retail and Town Centres Background Paper 
September 2016, Appendix 2 (pg 17) concludes in that this should not be allocated 
for retail purposes.   This is not reflected in the Submission Plan allocation wording. 

 
32. With respect to LG21 (Arena Parade), informal schemes were formulated in 2008 to 

2010 and discussed with the Council’s Planning Team, but there was no likelihood of 
the development proceeding as the quantum of development required to have any 
chance of being viable conflicted with the Council’s policies and would have 
represented an over-development of the site.  Furthermore, the commercial 
attractiveness of a retail development has further diminished since this project was 
also abandoned, in 2011/12. 

 



33. The boundaries of these allocated development sites shown in the Inset Plan for 
Letchworth do not reflect the current circumstances.  This includes components 
which have already been developed and should therefore be excluded.  For example, 
the Arena allocation includes the former Post Office on Broadway, which has already 
been converted and is not available for re-development and The Wynd allocation 
includes St Michael’s House, which has received detailed planning permission for 
residential development (LPA Ref: 16/02707/1). 

 
34. Therefore, the Wynd and Arena Parade sites should be read in the context that 

previous major development schemes were not found to be viable.  With the 
possibility of a further diminishment of retail demand for new floorspace, this may 
continue to be the case.   

 
35. Each of the three allocated town centre sites have current building leases and 

businesses and operations in situ, which could make development proposals difficult 
to achieve, without recourse to compulsory purchase and or a relocation strategy 
which would further impact on scheme viability. Therefore, although there may be 
scope for longer term re-development, there would have to be a significant 
improvement in market conditions for these to take place.  This therefore questions 
whether these are ‘viable and deliverable’ in the plan period. 

 
36. As such, the approach of the Council of including an additional retail requirement in 

the later stages of the Plan, against advice, a lack of clarity on precise retail 
requirements/expectations from allocated sites, which are either stated to not be 
suitable for retail development or have been proven not to be viable should be re-
considered. 

 
37. Finally, the boundaries of the sites do not reflect recent development and planning 

permissions. 
 
Proposed Changes 
 

38. It is therefore submitted that at Paragraph 13.220 of the Submission Plan and the 
table which follows, should either be removed or this should refer to the 
accompanying table as ‘Indicative Retail Allocations and Site Specific Criteria’.  This 
in our view will enable further discussion through a new Letchworth Town Centre 
Strategy and not discourage appropriate investment into these sites for alternative 
uses, such as residential (NPPF Paragraph 23). 
 

39. If this table is to be removed, a statement could be inserted to say: 
 
‘As part of a review of the Letchworth Garden City Town Centre Strategy, 
Opportunity Sites for re-development will be identified.’ 
 

40. If this table is to be retained,  the correct site boundaries should be included in the 
Inset Plan and the Gernon Road site should not include a requirement for retail 
floorspace, in line with the Council’s Background Paper and there should be an 
additional paragraph after 4.48 or after 13.220, which states: 
 
‘The indicative allocation of sites LG19, LG20 & LG21 will not prejudice other 
re-development proposals, which would be of benefit to the vibrancy and 
vitality of the town centre’.  
 



41. In the policy or accompanying text, we believe that there should be recognition of the 
role of out of town retail and its impact on our town centres.  In the case of 
Letchworth, there is an out of town retail park in the Letchworth Business Park and 
also nearby in Biggleswade a large out of town retail park has recently opened.  It is 
our view that these have an impact on the vibrancy and vitality of the town centre, 
which should be included in the Plan. 

 
42. The various contradictions in the Submission Plan highlight that there is an urgent 

need for the Letchworth Town Centre Strategy (2007) to be reviewed and updated 
and this exercise should run in parallel to the Local Plan process, with the aim that 
this is adopted within 12 months of the adoption of this plan. As well as looking at 
retail need and future development sites in detail, key elements such as potential 
retail frontages also require review.  This is particularly pertinent with proposed 
frontage changes included in the background paper. 

 
43. As a major landowner in Letchworth Garden City Town, we would be happy to 

support this exercise and to link it to our own research and marketing information, as 
part of a review of our strategy for the town centre, included in our Five Year Plan 
(http://www.letchworth.com/five-year-plan), previously provided as a background 
paper. 
 

44. A separate statement after paragraph 13.220 could therefore say: 
 
‘The Letchworth Garden City Town Centre Strategy will be reviewed within 12 
months of the adoption of this plan, which working with landowners, the 
Business Improvement District and other key stakeholders will consider 
frontages and if future growth is demonstrated to be required, how this may be 
accommodated.’ 
 

 
45. In light of the above, we consider this aspect of the Submission Plan fails to fulfil the 

soundness tests outlined at NPPF Paragraph 182 as it: 
 

• has not been positively prepared: it ignores consultant's, landowners and historical 
evidence and thus cannot have been prepared  based on a strategy which seeks to 
meet objectively assessed development and infrastructure requirements and is 
inconsistent with achieving sustainable development; 

• by ignoring the aforementioned evidence base, it cannot be justified and has failed to 
consider the reasonable alternatives for promoting the health and retail offer of 
Letchworth Town Centre; 

• it is highly uncertain whether this element of the plan is deliverable over its period 
and thus it cannot be effective; and 

• the plan details are not always consistent with national policy and thus may not 
enable the delivery of sustainable development in accordance with the policies in the 
Framework. 
 

 
 
 
  



APPENDIX A – TOWN CENTRE SURVEY 
 

 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 



 
  



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 



 
 
 



APPENDIX B – COMMERCIAL REPORT 
 







 



 



APPENDIX C – GERNON ROAD OWNERSHIP PLAN 
 

 
                                                                                                                                                    


