Objection to Planning Applications
5/2010/0259 and 0260

Erection of a two / three storey leisure facility
comprising swimming pools, etc …

at:  Westminster Lodge, Holywell Hill

The Planning Application

Overall, the Society is supportive of the principle of constructing a major new swimming pool in this location, and looks forward to a bright and exciting new building in this important location. 

However, in our response to the consultation on the scheme in August 2009, we added a note of disappointment to the effect that the development will not embrace a 50 metre pool.  Since then, our concern at the inadequate size of the pool has increased.  There are a number of factors to consider.

· The existing pool has experienced overload during 2009.

· The closure of the Bricket Wood facility only adds to the demand at Westminster Lodge.

· The proposed pool offers no material increase in water area.

· As a ‘growth area’, St Albans is faced with a significant population increase.  Infrastructure planned to come on stream over the next few years must have adequate spare capacity to accommodate the extra demand.

· A 50m pool would not only enable more people to swim, but would also be of a standard appropriate for major competition swimming and enable the city to become a world-class competition and training venue, with all the economic benefits this would bring to the district.

In the circumstances, the Society OBJECTS to the proposal.  The Council is invited to review the contents of the scheme and bring forward a revised proposal which has adequate pool capacity for the future population levels envisaged in the LDF.

We also note that the archaeological evaluation was abbreviated and perfunctory.  The results were inconclusive.  Planning permission should be withheld until a thorough archaeological evaluation has been completed and assessed independently.

Process

The Society is concerned that the Council may have already significantly prejudiced its ability to determine the application.

The concern arises because of claims made in headlines and text of the recent publicity leaflet 'Investing in Leisure Issue 2' produced by the Council.  This implies that many Council Members, especially its Lib Dem representatives, have already taken a view on the merits of the scheme.  It is arguable that members of the public would regard these Councillors as unable to give an impartial and unbiased judgement of the public interest in respect of the planning merits of this application.

At the very least, no Members of Cabinet would be in a position to determine the application.  The same could be said for any Lib Dem Councillor sitting on the Planning Committee as they are likely to be already influenced by (their) Cabinet decision and this announcement.

Attention is drawn to the Schedule to The Local Authorities (Model Code of Conduct) Order 2007 where personal and prejudicial interests are defined.  Clause 10 is of particular relevance and reads:

Prejudicial interest generally

10.—(1) … where you have a personal interest in any business of your authority you also have a prejudicial interest in that business where the interest is one which a member of the public with knowledge of the relevant facts would reasonably regard as so significant that it is likely to prejudice your judgement of the public interest.

It would be highly regrettable if this important project is publicised and promoted in such a manner as to prejudice the proper planning process.  The Council should act in an exemplary manner and follow, and be seen by the public to follow, the Code of Conduct in all particulars.

Peter Trevelyan  (Chairman)

11 March 2010
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