“In the spirit of community-led neighbourhood planning our ethos is to be transparent,
proactive, respectful, collaborative, open, diverse, explorative and community-rooted.”
www.lookstalbans.org/ email lookstalbans@gmail.com Twitter @LookStAlbans
Agenda
Look! St Albans 14th Representatives’ Group meeting to be held on Monday 16th
November 2020
To be held via Zoom at 7pm
Please print (if required) a copy of this agenda for your use at the meeting
As per 5.2 REPRESENTATIVES' GROUP POWERS AND MEETINGS the full extract from this
section of our constitution is reproduced at the end of this agenda.
Request from the Secretary Virtual meetings. As many members of the group are routinely
having to work holding numerous such meetings, by the end of the day these can becoming
tiring. Should any member wish to leave the meeting at any time for any reason there are no
prizes for staying until the end.
The Chair requests as the meeting is a maximum of one hour,
A) That members keep to agenda items and any other topics may be discussed after formal
meeting has been closed if other members wish and there is sufficient time to discuss.
B) That each member makes one intervention per agenda item.
1) Apologies for absence
2) Conflicts of interest as per 6. of our constitution CONFLICT OF INTEREST

4) Treasurer’s update of current Look! financial situation
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3) Approval of minutes from Reps Group meeting Monday 6th January 2020 previously
circulated and available on our website.
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Should any member of Look! St Albans or the Representatives' Group, or any associate
partner or relative of such member, have a pecuniary or potential pecuniary interest in any
city centre site of interest to Look! St Albans, that member should declare his or her interest
at or before the start of the meeting and not vote on any issue pertaining to that site.

LOOK! ST ALBANS – OUR COMMUNITY VOICE ON DESIGN
Report by the Treasurer for the period ended 31 March 2020
The financial year 2019/20 did not include the funding of a charrette. Previous years have
shown that this has an obvious impact on the levels of expenditure incurred. Set against that
is the difficulty in raising funds, principally from donations, where there is no specific project
on which to concentrate minds. Although we were lacking the direct focus of a charrette to
assist with fundraising efforts, annual costs nevertheless had to be, and continue to need to
be, met.
The Summary of Receipts and Payments shows that there was a loss of £604.63 in the year
against a profit of £144.78 in the previous year. Regarding Receipts, the Locality Budget
Grant has been a regular and essential source of income in recent years. This cannot be
relied upon. Apart from some minor cash donations, the only income was a donation
received from Morgan Sindall which related to a project, Oak Tree Gardens, completed
during the previous accounting year, but provided in the 2019/20 period.
On the Payments side, Website/social media, it looks as though there has been a sharp
increase on last year’s figure. We normally make three individual payments a year to make
up the total. In the previous year only two such payments had been made. This year’s figure
is more representative of what we would expect to incur. Regarding Subscriptions, we took
membership of the Historic Towns & Villages Forum for the first time, £60.
Without the Morgan Sindall money, the loss would have been over £1100. The Balance
Sheet shows a bank balance of £1975.07 on 31 March 2020. Seven months later, on 31
October 2020, that balance stood at £1267.09. Of this year’s expenditure, we can expect to
incur at least the same individual sums, give or take, apart from the Planning Awards ticket
refund, which would still mean incurring at least £835 next year and onwards. At that likely
minimum rate and unless additional sources of income are generated, Look! would run out
of funds within the next two accounting periods.
November 2020
Christopher Debenham, Treasurer
Look! St Albans – Our Community Voice on Design
LOOK! ST ALBANS - OUR COMMUNITY VOICE ON DESIGN

2018/19
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Summary of Receipts and Payments - year ended
31st March 2020

RECEIPTS
Donations
Public collections
Individuals
Locality Budget Grant
Corporate

17.00
13.00
0.00
500.00

0.00
0.00
1000.00
530.00

0.00 1000.00

1134.63

59.00
0.00
539.40
75.82
156.00
25.00 855.22

(£604.63)

£144.78

PAYMENTS
Public meetings
Hire of premises
AGM, etc, refreshments
Insurances
Website/social media
Planning Awards ticket refund
Subscriptions

59.00
0.00
539.40
149.23
297.00
90.00

SURPLUS/(LOSS) for the year

LOOK! ST ALBANS - OUR COMMUNITY VOICE ON DESIGN
Balance sheet at 31st March 2020
2019/20

2018/19

1975.07

2579.70

As at 31.03.19

2579.70

2434.92

Add surplus/(deficit) for year

(604.63)

144.78

£1975.07

£2579.70

ASSETS
Cash at bank
Represented by:
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As at 31.03.20
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ACCUMULATED FUND

5) Chair’s Update on activities since last Reps Group meeting. To be circulated before the
meeting and a synopsis given at the meeting. Full documents referenced appear further
down in agenda.
6) Amendments to Constitution
Look! Constitution - meetings via an electronic facility
Note from Chris Debenham “With so much else going on, I hesitate to raise something else.
However, as will be the case with many other organisations, we should perhaps be looking
at changing the Constitution to allow meetings via some form of electronic facility. If agreed
in principle, we will have the opportunity to address that at our next AGM, with a resolution
about the changes being passed preferably before we come to a vote on anything else.
In an effort to keep changes to a minimum in the section about Annual General Meeting
(AGM) and Other Special Meetings, I suggest the following”:1. Subclause 8.(a) to become 8.(a)(i).
2. A new sub sub clause 8.(a) (ii) to be added:8.(a)(ii) Attendance at and participation in an AGM or other Special Meeting shall be by:(aa) attendance at a physical meeting place; and/or
(bb) using one or more electronic facilities as may be approved by the
Representatives' Group from time to time that enables those entitled to attend and vote at
an AGM or other Special Meeting to attend and participate simultaneously in a meeting of
Look! St Albans without attending a physical meeting place.
3. Subclause 8.(b) to become 8.(b)(i).
4. A new sub sub clause 8.(b)(ii) to be added:8.(b)(ii) Any person entitled to attend and vote at an AGM or other Special Meeting and who
attends and participates in a meeting by using an electronic facility of the type referred to in
8.(a)(ii)(bb) above and specified in the notice of that meeting shall be counted in the quorum
for that meeting.
The numbering and lettering of the remaining clauses in Clause 8 would remain as they are.
7) Proposed website flyer.
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Look! St Albans: Our Community Voice on Design Flyer 2020

“I realised that this was indeed going to be a community-based
and co-operative exercise, and our combined knowledge had
real value." - a local resident
What we do:
Look! St Albans has only one purpose: to promote community co-design generally
and to provide a vehicle to enable community co-design within the St Albans
district.
The process can bring the local community together with landowners and
developers to create major building projects that meet the wants and needs of all
parties, financial, aesthetic and environmental. Look! has been promoting this
agenda as a sensible way forward since 2012 (when the Community through Look!
created outline Design Codes for St Albans city centre with the support of the
Prince’s Foundation for Communities). But last year this approach also began to be
incorporated into government planning policy, as the experts began to see the value
of “community expertise”.

“We were initially sceptical about the delivery of a genuinely
well-designed, viable and widely appreciated concept through
the process... I am pleased to say that we have been
converted." - A developer
And what we don’t do:
As a body Look! does not respond to any planning applications expressing a view on
what is good or bad design or what should be developed or not (although most of its
volunteers have very strong views of their own). Its sole purpose is to help drive the
process of community engagement through co-design.
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The traditional approach to development has failed, as was identified by The Policy
Exchange (the UK’s leading think tank) in its report, The Duty to Build Beautiful:
“Community consultation is a smokescreen used by developers who have already
decided the scheme… Community engagement, in contrast, is genuinely democratic
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Why We do it:

with people actively encouraged to share their opinions and properly inform a
development plan”.
The Government has taken up the Building Better, Building Beautiful Commission’s
Report: Living with Beauty: “Local councils need radically and profoundly to re-invent
the ambition, depth and breadth with which they engage with neighbourhoods as
they consult on local plans, expanding from the current focus on consultation in the
development control process to one of co-design.” Look! St Albans is totally in
agreement with and what it does is aligned to this philosophy.
And this philosophy has now been accepted into government policy in the National
Design Guide 2019, (Part 1, Point 17) which states: “Local communities can play a
vital role in achieving well-designed places and buildings and making sure there is a
relationship between the built environment and quality of life. Communities can be
involved in design processes through approaches such as co-design, design
workshops and other engagement techniques, so that places and buildings reflect
local community preferences, improve their quality of life and fit well into their
surroundings.”
Look! St Albans is made up of volunteers who passionately believe in the active
involvement of communities from the early stage of the design process of major
developments as the way to create beautiful living environments, and to get
successful developments implemented efficiently because they are created cooperatively. Its role is to provide a vehicle locally for the co-design process, which is
now favoured by government planning policy.
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Look! St Albans runs a process called a ‘design charrette’. This is a professionallyfacilitated series of workshops in which anyone interested from the community, the
developers and landowners can take part on an equal basis, with the independent
professional facilitators. It will usually involve an initial input session to gather ideas
and thinking, a site visit, one or more co-design workshops, and a feedback session
which might determine a preferred option. You can find what it looks and feels like
here. The costs including professional facilitators are met by the developers as part
of their duty to consult, whilst Look! St Albans organises, and publicises the event,
which can easily involve more than 1,000 hours of time donated free by volunteers
and members of the community. The output of this process is recommended to the
planning authority, but Look! St Albans expresses no view as a body beyond
recommending the charrette output.
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How we do it:

Does it Work?
Proof that co-design is tried and tested is the fact that government policy supports it.
But Look! St Albans has conducted two successful design charrettes. The first was
the redevelopment of the old Museum Of St Albans (MOSTA) site, to help fund the
new museum. The output of that charrette process was four designs, but one clear
winner, Oak Tree Gardens. The architects also took part in the charrette and a
delivered a final plan that was very close to it. There were only two objections to the
planning application – unheard of for any multiple home site in St Albans, but
especially when it is a conversion of an historic landmark building! You can find out
more here.
Then in 2016 Look! St Albans was asked by St Albans District Council to undertake a
master-planning charrette for the City Centre Opportunity Site, a large segment of
the city centre. Amazingly, in the work of just one weekend, two realistic master
plans were produced for the site, which, it was envisaged, could form a ‘mix and
match’ basis for detailed plans, which would be created by a further detailed
planning charrette (the outcome report is here). Unfortunately, St Albans District
Council decided not to pursue this, and the subsequent design bore little
resemblance to the charrette outcome. It was generally not well received, and the
planning application was withdrawn. You can find more about the full master-plan
process here.
What can you do to help or get involved?
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Please engage in the dialogue which may affect where we live for generations to
come. CitizenLab talks about a paradigm shift from: “An institutional class of
professionals wasn’t the best way, it was the only way. But not anymore” to “the
collective expertise of citizens first, with aid by the individual expertise of
professionals”. Be a part of that paradigm shift.
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Look! St Albans is an open and inclusive organisation, run by volunteers and has no
‘membership’. It relies on volunteer effort and any support from the local
community. If you are interested in how the built environment is developed in St
Albans and if you believe in what we have done and are trying to do, then get
involved by signing up to communications here. You can also follow us on Facebook
and Twitter. A recent tweet from Create Streets said: “Co-design with communities,
not consult at them and you’ll get better and more popular places. To ignore a group
as positive and experienced as Look! St Albans is almost criminal in its
irresponsibility”.

You can help us greatly by making a donation, however small, to the running costs of
Look! St Albans. Although small organisation with overall small levels of expenditure,
there are regular costs involved in running a website, insurances and other incidental
costs. Please help us raise funds for this cause.
8) Fundraising
Please promote https://www.buymeacoffee.com/LookStAlbans
9) Mel Hilbrown and Chris Debenhams notes on the two meetings with Councillor Robert
Donald earlier this year.
Vanessa Gregory (Chair), Mel Hilbrown (Vice Chair) and Chris Debenham (Treasurer) held
two meetings earlier this year with Cllr Robert Donald, SADC's Commercial, Development
and Wellbeing portfolio holder and therefore having current responsibility for the Civic
Centre Opportunity Site (CCOS) project. The first meeting was held face to face at the
Council's offices in February, and the second was by way of a zoom call in July.
Cllr Donald had only recently taken over his portfolio and was unclear on some of the detail
of what had occurred before he took over responsibility for CCOS. However, before his
formal involvement he had taken part in the Masterplanning charrette which, at the request
of the Council as one of the landowners and the developer, had been hosted by Look! in
2016 and had resulted in two designs being co-created by the community, the then
landowners and other stakeholders including professional advisers. At the first meeting
much of the time was spent in explaining to Cllr Donald the exact role of Look! in the CCOS
project.
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Cllr Donald was clearly under a misapprehension that Look! had been formally involved in
the CDR and was in same way partly responsible for what had become a failed process. We
informed him that this had not been the case, and that anyone involved with Look! who had
attended had done so in their personal capacity; and most importantly that it was the
general view of those who took part in the CDR that the plans considered at the CDR bore no
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We informed Cllr Donald that the expectation, as confirmed in writing by the Council at the
time, was that the progression of the CCOS project through to a full planning application
should involve community engagement at each stage of the process. In fact, the Council had
for whatever reason decided to follow a different path, had split the site into CCOS South
and CCOS North, and had not involved Look! in the Community Design Review (CDR) for
CCOS South that had followed, and at which those attending had been asked to comment on
a new set of plans that had failed to draw anything material from the outcome of the
community-led Masterplanning charrette. In effect therefore the Council had sidelined the
work that the St Albans community had undertaken in co-creating designs for CCOS, and
replaced it with a completely different design for CCOS South on which those who attended
the CDR were asked to comment. In the event the outcome of this limited consultation drew
widespread public criticism resulting in the new plans being withdrawn.

relation to those recommended by Look! as being a fair representation of those generated
at the Masterplanning charrette.
We criticised the recent design competition that had been commissioned by the Council, not
least for its lack of transparency on account of the brief given to the participating designers
never having been made public, and the fact that the outcomes of the community's previous
involvement in the CCOS designs were being disregarded. Not for the first time, it was
apparent that the community's previous involvement was being tarred with the same brush
as the plans produced at the CDR which the community had had no role in formulating, and
that this was being used as an excuse to sideline the community's involvement now.
We also expressed concerns about the online survey for the public to choose/comment on
the designs now presented to it, including the lack of a 'None of the above' option and the
very limited ability to qualify any choices made. The potential for voting to come from nonresidents of St Albans, and for multiple votes to be made by or on behalf of one person in
favour of a particular design, was raised. It was clear though that, by the time of that first
meeting, the die had been cast and a preferred design settled upon.
The second meeting was held at the request of Cllr Donald, who wanted Look! to be
involved in CCOS North but apparently as a community group to be consulted on plans and
proposals, which is not Look!'s function. It was apparent that there remained a
misunderstanding about Look!'s role in city centre design and planning. We had gone to
some lengths to make the point that Look! does not have a collective view on the outcome
of the preparation of plans and designs for city centre projects, its purpose being rather to
facilitate, or host, the bringing together of the community, landowners and other
stakeholders through meetings to co-create those plans and designs. We explained that
Look! does not represent the views of the local community and, to that extent, Look! is not
a typical stakeholder of the type that the Council would normally involve in discussions
about a planning proposal; and also that there was little point in Look! being involved unless
it were to be in conjunction with public meetings and community engagement of the type
held in relation to the Masterplanning charrette, when design plans for buildings and open
spaces had been co-created for the whole CCOS site.
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10) Updates on events and activities from individual Representative Group members
acting as ambassadors for Look! St Albans since last group meeting. Preferably a short
synopsis should be circulated to Reps Group members ahead of meeting.
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We asked Cllr Donald how the plans for CCOS North were to be prepared. This would be the
same as for CCOS South, by which he meant another design competition followed by an
invitation for the public to fill in a survey. That was not a template we could endorse, let
alone promote, and we had no option but to decline the invitation for Look! to take part as a
collective body, although we would be happy to encourage as many of the local community
as possible to involve themselves in whatever process were adopted.

∞
Agenda Item 5 Chair’s Update documents referred to in her update
1 Chair’s question to cabinet on 23rd January 2020 as we were not receiving any response
to our emails to have a meeting with any cabinet member to put correct erroneous
information they were giving out about Look! and the charrette process and to ask that
charrette process was included in the brief for the architects.
“Thank you for allowing me to ask my question. I am Vanessa Gregory Chair of Look! St
Albans. As I see people around this table, who might not know of us, may I very briefly say
who we are?
Look! St Albans Our Community Voice on Design’ is a pioneering community group that
actively promotes community engagement on significant developments sites in central St
Albans, and other sites in St Albans District we are invited to host. We take a collaborative
approach to leave a legacy for the future that residents and developers can all be proud of.
Look! St Albans remains impartial, expressing no design opinions of its own. We, through our
volunteers and ethically acceptable donations advertise, invite the community as well as
stakeholders to our charrettes we host and part fund. For our work with partner’s we have
been both nationally and regionally recognised by both The Royal Town Planning Institute
and The Planning Awards which recognise excellence in both planning and placemaking.
The question is. We ask the cabinet to give us assurances that the brief for both North and
South CCOS they have given the three architectural practices has or will incorporate the
outcome of the Masterplanning public charrette which the council asked us to publicise, host
and part fund in September 2016. As over 166 local people took part in this labour love,
giving in excess of 1,000 hours in this community engagement exercise, it would be a great
shame to say the least if this was overlooked.
The independent facilitators ensure that all participants can have a voice. The different ways
in which ideas, concerns and comments are captured and translate into proposals means
that there is a suitable medium/tool for all to get across their ideas.”

2 Address to the Planning, Resources, Housing and Commercial Scrutiny Committee
meeting on Thursday 13 February 2020.
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We all here tonight, I suggest Chair, must help change this perception.
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“Before I start I want to say that why I say this evening I would ask you all to understand I
say this as a critical friend.
In the recent Building Better Building Beautiful Commission report it quotes research on large
developments, only 2 per cent of people trust developers and only 7 per cent trust local
authorities.

Team Look! are a group of unpaid volunteers from all walks of life who have come together
to arrange and host design charrettes between willing landowners and developers and the
people of the district on significant developments in St Albans. We each have our own views,
but these are no louder than the rest of the community. Everyone’s views counts! We are
passionate about collaboration not confrontation.
In June 2016 Look! were asked by the then Development Partnership to host a
Masterplanning design charrette for the Civic Centre Opportunity Site which we hosted in the
September. Team Look! put in excess of 320 hours of volunteer time ahead of the charrette
and spent £2,774.89. The money was raised by grants and donations including a substantial
donation by St Albans Chamber of Commerce and Kingston Smith.
We leafleted 36,500 premises in and around St Albans and much much more to publicise the
event.
We were delighted, especially with the diversity of ages of the participants.
The fundamental principal of good community engagement is to carry it on throughout the
process. If people see their ideas and concerns emerging through the design work they will
tend to feel that their ideas are being responded to which builds trust, and often helps to
build the basis of support for a scheme. If people feel they have contributed to a plan they
are more likely to feel ownership and support it.
To attempt to keep mutual feeling of ownership of the scheme I urged the council to keep
that community engagement going in October 2018. As the delays were a concern to the
council instead of a mini charrette as had been previously proposed I did suggest a
Community Design Review. This the council agreed to, however this time Look! St Albans
would not be involved though we agreed to distribute the letter of invitation from the
council. Members of Team Look! took part as individuals and adhered to the requirements of
the Chair. After the project team sent back to panel members their action plan in April 2019 I
heard no more.
Given the many reservations that the community had at the CDR I would have hoped that
prior to submission of the planning application the opportunity should have been given to the
entire community, not just one membership group to see if it was worthy of the huge
investment people had made in this scheme.
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I also started to hear the most derogatory and inaccurate comments coming from various
sources trying to undermine the in excess of 1,000 hours the community had given at the
Masterplanning design charrette.
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In early September last year I started to receive many messages from people who had taken
part in the charrette, asking where the recommendations from the charrette (which can be
found on page 23 of the report) had gone in the planning application. Many were hugely
disappointed that it was no longer landscape led.

It seemed someone had to be blamed for the failure of the planning application and the
community who had taken part in the charrette seemed an easy target. Notwithstanding our
charrette has been nationally and regionally recognised in excellence in plan making practice
by the Royal Town Planning Institute.
If as suggested by Councillor Donald when answering my question at the recent cabinet
meeting our charrette and design codes inspired Mr Williamson from Angle Property in his
revised drawings for his planning application which gained permission so much the good.
It is a great sadness that the council’s team where not equally inspired when they had so
much backing from many in the community, willing them on. Instead it seems they saw us as
an extra unwelcome burden, an exercise that had to be gone through.
I hope it is re-found as the National design guide issued in October last year states “Local
communities can play a vital role in achieving well-designed places and buildings and making
sure there is a relationship between the built environment and quality of life. Communities
can be involved in design processes through approaches such as co-design, design workshops
and other engagement techniques, so that places and buildings reflect local community
preferences, improve their quality of life and fit well into their surroundings.”
Look! St Albans is part of the prevailing wind nationally, St Albans, it seems, has turned its
back on it.”
3 Chair’s Open letter to Councillor Donald (text agreed by officers) regarding the CCOS
design competition
14th May 2020
Dear Councillor Donald and Tony
I hope you are both well.
I have thought long and hard about writing this open letter after listening to what people
have communicated to me through Look! St Albans about the competition.
I have copied in the leaders of other political parties for the sake of transparency. As I said at
the recent Planning Overview and Scrutiny Committee what I say I say as a critical friend to
the council.

Firstly thank you for meeting us and giving so generously of your time on the 12th
February where, as Mel Hilbrown said in his letter in the Herts Ad
https://www.lookstalbans.org/uploads/2/7/7/4/27749191/mels_letter_20th_feb_2020_
.pdf we were pleased to put right “a lot of misapprehension about what Look! St Albans
is, what it is trying to achieve, and what its involvement in the project has been.”
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Meeting in January







Including a suggestion we had held secret meetings with BDP to shape the design of the
scheme prior to May last year. To make it abundantly clear, we did not.
We now know that indeed the Civic Society committee did have meetings with the
architects only for another committee within the Civic Society to reject it after the
planning application had been submitted.
It was unfortunate that our meeting with you came too late for us, as you already had
the designs back from the architect to obtain what we had asked for at the cabinet
meeting in January. We had requested for the community co-authored design codes to
be included in the brief for the architects.
However as Mel said in his letter we encouraged people to take part in the competition,
but “Look! would strongly urge the council to return to meaningful community
engagement for the development of the CCOS site.” That remains the view of many of
those who support Look!

CCOS South Decision at Cabinet




At the recent cabinet meeting, based on the papers available at the time, the cabinet
agreed to appoint the successful architectural company from the design competition for
CCOS South. It was revealed at the meeting the cost of the project was going to be
between £60.1m and £68m.
Therefore as the decision has been taken I or Look! St Albans supporters cannot be
criticised for trying to undermine that process.










Working with The Prince’s Foundation for Building Community in 2012 the community
learned how important it was to reach as wide a cross section of the community, by
giving the community plenty of notice of the engagement, to be as transparent about
the process as possible and keep good records of the outcome.
As many will know we did write to our supporters, unasked, ahead of the start of the
competition on Saturday 29th February, before there was even a council press release
on the council website. This appeared on the first day of the competition going live on
Monday 2nd March.
Unfortunately for this most important site no forward publicity was available. The first
‘road show’ took place on the Tuesday before the advert appeared in the Herts Ad on
the following Thursday, when many would first become aware of it.
Were records kept of how many people attended the various displays of the plans?
These would be helpful to record in your planning application. Were any comments
recorded? Again these would be useful in demonstrating your community involvement.
I understand no voting took place at these events. People could only vote online.
With regard to the online web page I did inform the council team, as soon as I was made
aware, that the drawings and the numbering on two of the designs did not match and
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Comments and Questions of the Design Competition








Selection of Architects

14
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was informed that the issue was rectified within a day. This unfortunate mix up could
have confused early voters.
It was extremely unfortunate that as the competition progressed people were becoming
more and more distracted by the developing national emergency of the Covid19
pandemic and I suspect many who would have voted didn’t. The planned public meeting
had to be sadly hastily cancelled. One colleague has commented as to why the
presentations by the architects were not available in a video format, as these might have
been easier for the layman to have understood. In view of the rapidly worsening
national situation would it not have been sensible to extend the consultation at the very
least? This would have given time to the architects to have made such videos.
We now know that there were 604 visits to the website but only 429 voted. That means
28% of those who viewed the plans for one reason or another did not vote. As Mel said
in his letter he hoped that people could reject any of the plans if they wanted to. This
unfortunately was not an option for those who took part in the online survey. The online
survey disadvantaged those who do not have access to the internet, but also gave the
potential for abuse. Although voting was limited to one ISP many have access to multiple
devices and therefore could have easily voted more than once.
Why were the public not advised until after the event that their votes counted for only
50% of the result? It is very unclear how the other 50% was arrived at and by whom.
Though you did say in the press release that other factors would be taken into
consideration. Nonetheless the sheer amount of other factors had the potential to
distort the outcome of the public vote.
The most concerning aspect of the survey was that at no point were the voting public
asked if they lived within the district of St Albans. At the beginning of the Survey Monkey
it would have been quite easy to insert an explanation that the voter post code would be
required, the reason for this and that the data would be stored securely. This is a
fundamental prerequisite of community consultation, to ensure a reduced chance of
those with a vested interest, or indeed for any other reason interfering with the vote.
We always at all our events ask for a participant’s postcode. We have managed that data
securely and were adhering to this long before we formally adopted our privacy policy.
https://www.lookstalbans.org/uploads/2/7/7/4/27749191/look_st_albans_privacy_poli
cy__may_2018.pdf This covers holding such information as postcodes. If we at Look! can
do it safely why can’t the council?
I suggest all the comments from the survey monkey should be transcribed and available
for all to see and form part of your planning application, not just a couple as a flavour.
Unfortunately this and other aspects will always cloud the outcome of the competition
for this multimillion pound scheme, together with the lack of transparency on any aspect
of the brief save that of what the Civic Society wrote in the Herts Ad on March 12th. Copy
attached.



Indeed we, the public, have no idea of the process for the selection of the three
architectural firms. I am somewhat surprised that the Civic Society which boasts of
having several architects amongst their membership that they did not recommend to
the council using RIBA https://www.architecture.com/awards-and-competitionslanding-page/competitions-landing-page/why-hold-an-riba-competition# As they say
on their website “Our long experience in managing design competitions will ensure your
competition is managed to best practice standards to fulfil your requirements and attract
high quality design responses. It will send a clear signal to contestants (and I might add
residents) that you have a commitment to design excellence, fairness and impartiality.”

Planning Application




I do worry that the course you have undertaken does go against the prevailing wind in
planning guidance and legislation as indicated in our meeting. Last October, in the
government’s https://www.gov.uk/guidance/design to be read in conjunction with the
NPPF Look! St Albans methodology is being encouraged and embraced. However as you
have indicated to us at our meeting this is not your preferred method.
As the Masterplanning charrette Look! St Albans hosted has been disparaged from
within the administration, not, as you pointed out personally by you, for which we are
indeed grateful, we do not therefore expect to see any reference to this in the new
planning application. To do so, we feel would be inconsistent and confusing to say the
least for the community.





I do hope that now we have finally been able to meet, you now know Look! are sincere
in wishing to work in collaboration with the council and all political parties. After all we
do share the same desire to do what is best for St Albans district now and that our
generation leaves a worthy legacy for the future.
I and Look! St Albans are anxious not to be, or be seen as in some ways rival community
groups with the Civic Society. It would be undignified and undermine our ethos, aims
and objectives. Each has its remit and work in a totally different way. We, Look! are
community led, we never claim to speak on behalf of others (the Reps Group is there to
see to the day to day running of the group) and the Civic Society are committee (or
perhaps better expressed as committees) led which speak on behalf of their
memberships. As Mel Hilbrown, Vice Chair of Look! has said, the Civic Society has a voice
that should rightfully be heard, but it is not the only voice in St Albans. Indeed in today’s
world through many mediums community members are well able to express their views,
what we aim to do is harness these into a structured informed and collaborative method
for the purposes of community engagement on matters pertaining to planning.
I hope I have given some useful suggestions, as well as I hope some constructive
criticism, and indeed food for thought. Especially as you have indicated this is your
intention to emulate this for CCOS north.
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Conclusions

Kind regards
Vanessa Gregory
Chair Look! St Albans
PS For Clarification and Transparency As this issue seems to be a persistent area for
speculation, re the (nationally and regionally recognised as planning in excellence by the
Royal Town Planning Institute) CCOS masterplanning charrette, I approached The Prince’s
Foundation for Building Community (not to be confused with The Princes Trust) in the first
instance after being requested to host the charrette by the then partnership to be
facilitators for this charrette. They have led and been involved in community engagement
for in excess of 25 years and have a wealth of experience which they pass on to each
community they work with. The reason being I well understood beforehand how
contentious anything to do with CCOS could be. For operational reasons I believe they could
not become involved at that level, but did recommend Angela Koch of ImaginePlaces to be
lead facilitator. Some may recall The Foundation did support the community at the ‘scene
setting’ session but considered, as it was being well run, it did not see the need to support at
all four elements of the charrette. I trust this issue can now be put to bed once and for all.
Together with the grossly inaccurate and derogatory term that it is ‘design by committee’.
4 Look! Response to Planning application 5/2020/1773 for the City Centre Opportunity Site
October 2020
Look! St Albans - Our Community Voice on Design does not have the remit through its
constitution to comment on the design of any planning application.
As officers of Look! St Albans we must limit ourselves to objecting to the misleading
statements regarding the process to be found in both the Design and Access Statement and
Statement of Community Involvement. Both documents infer that the early community
engagement that was undertaken by the applicant informed and retains relevance in this
and the previous planning application for the CCOS site. The applicant has made it
abundantly clear that they rejected that work by the community and therefore it is
misleading at the very least to say that work informs this application before you.
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The principal reason was that for too long arguments and poor quality design had
characterised attempts to find a viable solution for this site (the site of this planning
application) at the heart of our City. Our joint objective, supported then by the Planning
Department, was that the St Albans community had a wealth of knowledge and
understanding of and pride in our City, and we jointly wanted these benefits to be used
positively in determining the built environment and surrounding open spaces for this site.
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We think it is worth recapping the reason why Look! St Albans was formed post the City
Centre Steering Group, which enabled the community with the support of the Council and its
Head of Planning in 2012 to work with the Prince’s Foundation for Building Community.

To that end the Steering Group and The Foundation engaged with the local community to
co-create design codes for the City Centre. The codes are not a full suite but are sufficient to
promote durable, loose fit adaptable buildings and open spaces using materials conducive to
longevity.
This planning application before you is the result of an ill-advised design competition, not
the community-led charrette nor the Community Design Review that preceded this
application. The competition was open to abuse, and invited and received minimal
participation from the community and it is therefore highly regrettable that the Council as
landowner and developer has chosen to proceed on this most important site in St Albans on
that basis.
Despite repeated requests the actual design brief for the recent design competition that
formed the basis of this planning application has not been made public knowledge.
Many of those who took part originally in the Masterplanning charrette of 2016 were
motivated by a spirit of joint endeavour and sense of pride in what the community could
achieve collectively. Those who took part are now left dispirited by the total disregard of the
outcome of that process, intended for the betterment of this site.
The charrette itself and the outcome were finalists in The Royal Town Planning Institute
Awards in excellence in planning both nationally and regionally in 2017. Those in the
facilitation team who led the process are recognised experts in their fields.
Indeed many of those who took part in the Masterplanning design charrette have made
their feelings known to us, but it is up to the individuals to make their representations to
this application in the usual way which we shall encourage them to do.
These comments should come as no surprise to the applicant as we have expressed these
directly to them before this planning application was submitted.
We comment below on the relevant planning policies and guidance in relation to this
planning application:-
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128. Design quality should be considered throughout the evolution and assessment of
individual proposals. Early discussion between applicants, the local planning authority and
local community about the design and style of emerging schemes is important for clarifying
expectations and reconciling local and commercial interests. Applicants should work closely
with those affected by their proposals to evolve designs that take account of the views of
the community. Applications that can demonstrate early, proactive and effective
engagement with the community should be looked on more favourably than those that
cannot.
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National Planning Policy Framework states:-

129. Local planning authorities should ensure that they have access to, and make
appropriate use of, tools and processes for assessing and improving the design of
development. These include workshops to engage the local community, design advice and
review arrangements, and assessment frameworks such as Building for Life. These are of
most benefit if used as early as possible in the evolution of schemes, and are particularly
important for significant projects such as large scale housing and mixed use developments.
In assessing applications, local planning authorities should have regard to the outcome from
these processes, including any recommendations made by design review panels.
National Design Guide states:17 Local communities can play a vital role in achieving well-designed places and buildings
and making sure there is a relationship between the built environment and quality of life.
Communities can be involved in design processes through approaches such as co-design,
design workshops and other engagement techniques, so that places and buildings reflect
local community preferences, improve their quality of life and fit well into their
surroundings. The design-related chapters of the planning practice guidance explain these
and other design processes.
Design concept: The basic design ideas on which a proposal will be based, often expressed in
a combination of words and visual material.

•

•
•

In 2016 Look! St Albans was asked by the Council as landowner to host a
Masterplanning design charrette for the entire City Centre Opportunity Site with the
expectation that the landowners “would bring back individual planning applications
for further work by the community on the design detail.” This the applicant chose
not to pursue further.
The recommendations for further testing beyond the Masterplanning stage are
referenced in this planning application in the Design and Access Statement page 19
under “key charrette headings.” This ‘cherry picks’ some of the recommendations
of the charrette report. The applicant fails to address how these recommendations
were addressed in the progress of the design and where they can be found in this
application. In addition the applicant fails to address all the recommendations
headings, and also how these were addressed in the design process and where
they can be found in this application.
The full recommendations for further consideration, page 23 of the charrette report,
are as follows:https://lookstalbans.org/wpcontent/uploads/2020/05/ip_156_low_res__nov_2016_ccos_design_charrette_desi
gn_concepts_report_28th_nov_2016__.pdf
•
Character and Appearance
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•
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Comments:-

•

Landscape-led Placemaking

•

Adaptable & delightful buildings and Spaces

•

Materials, detail and finish

•

Progressing the CCOS Placemaking initiative -Technical work

•

Place quality ambitions & Construction cost per m2 assumptions

•

Planning Application Content and Detail

•

Team and commitment to Vision and Ambition

The last point is demonstrably lacking in this planning application.
The way some of these recommendations are addressed in the Design and Access Statement
indicates to us a clear lack of understanding of how to use the Masterplanning charrette
process and conclusions. To quote from the report (which the applicant commissioned in
addition to the charrette outcome):- “A design charrette is a fast paced process with the
ability to develop, explore and assess design ideas and concepts from a range of perspectives
and work through complexities collectively. Unearthing and then addressing detailed
technical questions during a charrette without having the necessary detailed studies to hand,
highlights some of the limitations. Working with highly experienced facilitators with
considerable technical expertise and a broad range of local stakeholders is one way of
mitigating some of these limitations, however, design charrette design concepts need to be
further tested through detailed technical studies.” The applicant has failed to give anything
but a cursory mention to these recommendations, nor has it given any details of how they
were incorporated in the plans.
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The applicant held a Community Design Review in January 2019. The resulting
recommendations are not set out in the Statement of Community Engagement
for this application. It is therefore impossible to know whether they influenced
this application.
• The condemnation by the community of the previous planning application and
its subsequent withdrawal were due in no small part to the disregard of the
recommendations that came out of the earlier community engagement, thereby
engendering a lack of trust between Council and community.
• The Statement of Community Involvement states that the work which the
applicant undertook prior to the competition does inform this planning
application, but is misleading. See page 13 of part 1 of the Design and Access
Statement.
A ‘Design and Access Statement can aid decision-making by enabling local planning
authorities and third parties to better understand the analysis that has underpinned the
design of a development proposal.’ The applicant has failed to give sufficient information in
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•

this document to third parties, such as the local community to see if, where and how their
work has been incorporated into the plans. It is deeply disappointing that all the hard work,
and indeed labour of love of the community, has been brushed aside by the landowner and
its development team.
It remains to be seen what the final form is of any new legislation is, but it is quite possible
that by the time a planning application for CCOS North is submitted, it will be necessary to
comply with the community engagement - not just community consultation - requirements
that will be imposed by both Building Better, Building Beautiful and Building for the Future.
It will be a great pity, affecting a prime area of central St Albans to its detriment for decades
to come, if the two separate parts, CCOS South and North, are not designed using similar
processes, one community-led incorporating the community’s own design codes, and the
other with next to no community involvement. The outcomes are quite likely to be very
different.
Regards
Officers of Look! St Albans Our Community Voice on Design
Vanessa Gregory Chair
Mel Hilbrown Vice Chair
Chris Debenham Treasurer
James Gregory Secretary
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For your assistance relevant extracts of our constitution pertaining Representatives’ Group
meetings
5.2 REPRESENTATIVES' GROUP POWERS AND MEETINGS
Members of the Representatives’ Group shall individually and collectively promote the
Ethos, Purpose and Aims of Look! St Albans
(a) The Look! St Albans Representatives’ Group may exercise the powers to:Page3
(i) invite and receive contributions, and raise funds where appropriate, to finance the work
of Look! St Albans and to open a Bank Account to manage such funds
(ii) publicise and promote the work of Look! St Albans and organise meetings, trips, training
courses, seminars, workshops or similar events
(iii) share information locally on good practice, via email, Flickr, Twitter and other low cost
social media
(iv) work with groups of a similar nature and exchange information, advice and knowledge
with them, including co-operation with other voluntary bodies, charities, statutory and
nonstatutory organisations
(v) enlist or employ such staff (who shall not be members of the Representatives’ Group) as
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are necessary to conduct activities to meet the Ethos, Purpose and Aims
(vi) take any form of action that is lawful, which is necessary to achieve the Ethos, Purpose
and Aims of Look! St Albans
(b) The Representatives’ Group shall comprise representatives of those groups, organisation
or individuals who are referred to in paragraphs 5.1 (b) and 5.1 (d)
(c) The Representatives’ Group will meet at least twice a year for formal meetings with the
expectation that it will meet on at least a further two occasions a year informally
(d) At least seven days’ notification must be given to its members for a Representatives’
Group Meeting
(e) The Representatives’ Group Meeting will elect a Chairperson, Deputy Chairperson,
Treasurer and Secretary, and the procedure for the election of officers will be determined by
the Representatives’ Group.
(f) The Representatives’ Group may appoint working parties from within or outside the list of
supporters of Look! St Albans to consider and advise on specific matters.
(g) Supporters of Look! St Albans may attend as observers any meeting of the
Representatives Group and the Chairperson may invite an observer or observers who are
not supporters or members of the Representatives' Group to attend, but they may not vote.
The Representatives’ Group reserves the right to exclude observers where a majority of
Representatives’ Group members present deem that this is necessary for the effective
conduct of the Group’s business.
(h) At least one third of the then current members of the Representatives’ Group (of whom
at least two are to be officers also) must be present at the start of any Representatives’
Group meeting for it to be declared quorate.
(i) Voting shall be by a show of hands on a majority basis. In the case of a tied vote, the
Chairperson or an appointed Deputy shall make the final decision.
(j) It shall be the responsibility of the Chairperson to chair all meetings, or a designated
Deputy in his/her absence. All meetings must be minuted and the minutes must be
accessible to all who live in the City and District of St. Albans and interested parties.
(k) The Representatives’ Group may take appropriate steps, including purchasing insurance,
to indemnify its members against any liabilities resulting from their work for Look! St Albans

