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01 Introduction
Background

01.1 The study
Matrix Partnership Ltd was appointed in April 2007
by Stevenage Borough Council (SBC) to undertake an
‘Investment and Renewal Programme’ for Stevenage’s
neighbourhood centres. This Baseline Report comprises
Stage 1 of that project and provides a robust assessment of
the overall performance of the centres. The methodology
adopted for this stage of the study is informed by PPS6:
Planning for Town Centres ‘Health Check’ requirements.
Twelve key areas of assessment are defined, which are
described later in Section 01.4.
The core skills required of the study and incorporated
into the study team include: urban design, landscape
architecture, architecture, planning, transport planning
and development economics. To meet these requirements,
the Matrix Partnership team includes Bernard Williams
Associates (BWA), who bring specialist development
economics expertise to the project and Tim Pharoah on
transport and traffic appraisal.
The scope of the Baseline Report is wide ranging
and presents an overall, balanced view of the issues
surrounding Stevenage’s 22 neighbourhood centres (10
large and 12 small – Local Plan definition). As well as
desktop review and empirical site appraisal work, the study
carried out community consultation in each of the larger
centres and in a sample of the smaller centres. This allowed
the needs and concerns of local residents and businesses to
be incorporated into the baseline review.
01.2 Study purpose
The Investment and Renewal Programme is intended to be
targeted on addressing town-wide neighbourhood centre
decline and be action oriented – focusing on the delivery
of specific projects that address the most critical concerns
and needs of the various neighbourhood centres. It is
recognised by SBC that many of the neighbourhood centres
across Stevenage exhibit problems, varying in both degree
and type. A number of these problems relate to the original
concepts in neighbourhood planning that informed the
1947 masterplan for the town. The design of internal
shopping areas that ‘turn their back’ on the surrounding
street network dilutes the potential exposure and footfall
for retail outlets, while access and servicing are not well
resolved in many of the centres, especially in relationship to
residential access for the flats above shops. In general there
is evidence of an eroding of public realm quality
(e.g. streetscape materials) while some of the buildings
are in varying states of dis-repair. It is intended that this
study provides a resource for future regeneration and
development decisions relating to neighbourhood centre

development.

Output: Evidence Base report

SBC intends for the study to act as part of Council’s
evidence base for developing sound policies in its
emerging Local Development Framework. As such the
study needs to establish a rigorous baseline from which
to develop proposals. It is not envisaged, however, that the
Investment and Renewal Programme and resulting reports
will be formally adopted by SBC.

– Stage 3 – Strategy Development
Output: Draft options and prioritisation

01.3 Principal aims
The overarching aim of the study is to establish a 20-year
programme by which Stevenage’s neighbourhood centres
can become vibrant, self-sustaining ‘places of choice’ for
local residents and businesses. The first step in achieving
this aim is to carry out a baseline assessment of the
performance of the neighbourhood centres to identify what
works and what doesn’t and the capacity for change. The
following more detailed objectives were identified:
– Carry out a comprehensive review of the physical
characteristics of the neighbourhood centres,
including movement and access and landscape quality
assessments;
– Understand both the market demand context as well
as the needs and requirements of local residents and
businesses. Identify the provision of amenities for the
neighbourhood centres and levels of safety and crime;
– Review the economic performance of the centres with
respect to rents, rates, yields, vacancies and uses;
– Identify the capacity for growth and change of each
centre along with a town-wide prioritisation of the need
and potential for change;
01.4 Study method
The overall Investment and Renewal Programme
comprises 4 stages and is designed to run over 7 months
from April to October 2007. The Baseline stage (current
document) was undertaken early in the process and was
concluded by early July 2007. The client team (SBC)
was closely involved with the development of the work and
key milestones for ‘sign-off’ were incorporated into the
programme. The 4 principal project stages of the overall
study include:
– Stage 1 – Project Inception
Output: Project Manual and Consultation Strategy report
– Stage 2 – Evidence Base Appraisal

– Stage 4 – Investment Strategy and Framework
Output: Investment Framework and Action Plans
To support this overall approach a variety of tools were
used to carry out the work. These included:

– Overview
– Physical environmental performance
– Accessibility and pedestrian flows
– Safety & crime
– Diversity of uses & floorspace
– Retailer representation
– Shopping rents
– Commercial yields
– Community views & needs
– Capacity for growth & change

– Initial consultation with the client team to agree
the scope of work, method and key study aims and
objectives. A consultation strategy was set out to ensure
an appropriate and relevant programme of engagement
with local residents and businesses was pursued. This
was summarised into an ‘Project Manual and
Consultation Strategy’ (April, 2007).

Accessibility and pedestrian flows
Reviewing accessibility and pedestrian flows in particular
calls for more detailed consideration of methodological
approach and this is outlined below.

– Desktop survey and data review

1. Quality, quantity and type of car parking
2. Frequency and quality of public transport and range of
customer origins served
3. Quality of provision for pedestrians
4. Quality of provision for cyclists
5. Quality of provision for disabled people
6. Ease of access from main arrival points to the main
attractions

– Walking surveys and site analysis
– Focused issue based discussions with key stakeholders
– In-house (project team) workshops
PPS6: Planning for Town Centres - ‘Health Check’
The framework for the Evidence base appraisal is set out
by Government Guidance and defines 12 key areas of
investigations. These include:
– Diversity of main town centres uses;
– The amount of retail, leisure and office floorspace in
edge-of-centre and out-of centre locations;
– The potential capacity for growth or change of centres
in the network;
– Retailer representation and intentions to change
representation;
– Shopping rents;
– Proportion of vacant street-level property;
– Commercial yields on non-domestic property;
– Pedestrian flows;
– Accessibility;
– Customer and residents’ views and behaviour;
– Perception of safety and occurrence of crime; and
– State of town centre environmental quality.
These 12 issues have been directly applied and reorganised into a logical sequence of assessment that is
described below:

The PPS6 Health Check criteria include “accessibility”.
Within this there are 6 sub-criteria:

Health checks are designed and carried out mainly for
town centres, rather than neighbourhood centres, and
some aspects of the health check method may be of less
relevance to neighbourhood centres. For example subcriterion number 6 (as above) will usually be less relevant
to a neighbourhood centre than to a town centre.
Some aspects of the criteria need interpretation, since data
results do not lead automatically to conclusions about the
health of a centre. For example, it may be assumed that
a high quantity of parking is better than a lower quantity,
but this fails to take into account research which found that
centres with a lower car mode share on average are more
successful. Similarly, centres in very high density areas
can be successful with either walking or public transport,
or even cycling, so the quantity of these should not be
independently correlated with the success of a centre.
Pedestrian footfall
Whatever the means of arrival at a centre, success requires
people on foot. A successful centre will attract people, and
if there are many people then a centre will be successful.
Footfall is therefore an important measure. There are
a number of methodological issues that need to be
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considered:
– Footfall varies over time, with changes in catchment
population, the offer at the centre, and other factors.
Longitudinal surveys will be needed to track changes in
the health of a centre from year to year;
– Footfall varies considerably from month to month, week to
week, and day to day. There also large variations between
different times of the day. To compile a complete
picture of footfall therefore requires sample counts at
representative times. This is feasible for town centres, but
the resources involved make it less feasible for small
neighbourhood centres, which outnumber town centres
by many times especially if small groups of shops are
included. In Stevenage there are 22 defined
neighbourhood centres.
– Footfall is not a single figure at a centre. Counts should
reflect the pattern of activity on foot, as well as the
number of people present. For example, people may visit
the centre to do a range of shopping or other activities, or
they may visit a single shop. This is often a problem
where a centre is dominated by a supermarket which
generates a high footfall, suggesting a healthy centre, but
where people visit only the supermarket and ignore the
other shops. Even in town centres people can be
attracted to new facilities that may contribute very little to
the wider town centre economy. This especially applies
where the new facility offers easy parking directly
linked (e.g. The Oracle in Reading, new mall in Banbury,
and the Frenchgate Doncaster).
– Footfall in itself does not tell us whether a centre has
sufficient people to provide economic viability of a
centre. Different shops require different levels of footfall.
For example research by “Intelligent Space” found that
takeaways require the lowest footfall, with newsagents
also requiring few people passing the door. Cafes, and
especially chain cafes such as Starbucks, however,
require high footfall.
– The inter-dependence of shops and activities is also
important, and cannot be easily determined from footfall
surveys. For example, a chemist may survive in a local
parade if it is close to a prescribing medical centre, but
not otherwise. Footfall in itself will not show this, since the
number of people visiting may or may not include
people who have a prescription. Similarly, while a
newsagent may not require high footfall, it may not be
able to attract sufficient footfall if it is a stand-alone shop.
Picking up a small proportion of people already attracted
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to a centre is a very different matter from being the sole
attraction.
– A “centre” may have variable “health” with some parts
working well but with other parts failing. A single footfall
count will often therefore not be enough to reflect the true
situation.
– Footfall counts do not measure the number of visitors;
they only measure the number of people passing a
particular point. There is no indication whether the
number of people counted is the number of separate
visitors, or a smaller number of visitors passing the point
more than once. Similarly, where more than one count
point is used, there is no indication of whether the people
counted at point will also appear on the count at another
point. For this reason, shop counts and interview surveys
determining the amount of spend and the number of
shops visited will yield more useful results.
– The number of people in a centre is not in itself an
indicator of its economic health. People can be counted
who are simply passing through, or buying a single
low value item. School children in particular might be
numerous in the centre, but contributing very little to the
viability of shops compared to adults. Also, the spend
will be affected by the range and income of the people
recorded.
The Stevenage context and method
Most of the neighbourhood centres are small, consisting of
between one and ten shop units with perhaps an additional
one or two other facilities, such as a community centre or a
pub. Footfall will therefore always be light compared to the
town centre. There are also likely to be big variations from
hour to hour during the day, due to the peaking of activities.
In a town centre, the wider range of activities on offer tends
to smooth out the peaks in footfall (e.g. people going to
work followed by shoppers, followed by lunch time trade,
followed by schools coming out, followed by employees on
the way home, followed by evening leisure activities).
Footfall is usually presented in terms of hundreds or even
thousands of pedestrians per hour passing a given point.
In Stevenage’s neighbourhood centres, the number of
people visiting will more usually be below 100 per hour,
thus measuring in tens is more realistic.

3

The following bands are suggested for the Stevenage
neighbourhood centres:
0-20
21-50
51 - 100
101 - 150
151 or more
The method of survey is to track the movements of people
on plan, and to count the number of people doing each
movement. This enables a single surveyor to derive the
counts at two or more locations within sight. For example,
from the centre of the area it is possible to see people
arriving from different directions. Where the movements
combine within the centre, the numbers of people can be
added together. Thus counts can be shown for a number
of locations from the single (mapped) data source. The
mapped data source also provides a visual impression of
the pattern of activity, which can highlight potential issues
in terms of security and connectivity as well as economic
health.
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Assessing public realm quality
An important aspect of the analysis
for each neighbourhood centre is
measuring the performance of the
public realm. A system of rating is
used that includes: high quality; good
quality; fair quality; low quality; and,
poor quality.

High Quality

Good Quality

Fair Quality

Measuring quality is always a relative
and subjective exercise and it is
therefore important to establish the
benchmarks for the various levels of
quality. These are indicated by the
adjacent images and describe the
various levels of quality.
High quality - These include areas that
incorporate high quality materials that
are appropriately designed for their
intended location and function. These
areas are also well-maintained and
are attractive places not only to move
through but also to stay and loiter.
Good quality - Public realm in areas
described as ‘good’ are not of the
same high quality as the top level
category but present a reasonable
level of design, material and detail.
Such places do not necessarily inspire
‘delight’ but rather are safe and
pleasant places to move around.

Assessing building condition
The level of maintenance of each
building is assessed within the overall
neighbourhood centre appraisal. The
rating developed is described in the
adjacent images and includes 5 levels
of condition, including:

Best (new build / no issues)

Good (well maintained)

Medium (sound condition)

Fair quality - Places that are ‘fair’ are
not necessarily successful as they fail
to deliver quality routes and spaces.
In these cases materials, landscape
design and sense of place are weak
and design intervention may be
required.

Low Quality

Worst Quality

Low quality - Such spaces fail on
more than one front - material, finish,
maintenance, design etc. They
are perceived as unsafe and are
unattractive, unappealing places to be.
Worst quality - These areas
frequently include rear/service areas,
underpasses or other badly designed
elements. ‘Worst’ places are often
locations of crimes and are vandalised
to a high degree. These areas require
major restructuring / intervention to readdress the problems they cause.

Bad (significant maintenance)

Worst (immediate repair/demolish)

Best - This is the top level of building
condition and buildings at this level
would have no maintenance issues.
They would principally include new
build development as well as buildings
in excellent condition.
Good - Buildings in this category have
a high level of maintenance and would
simply require an ongoing programme
of superficial work (cleaning, painting,
window maintenance and the like).
Medium - This category describes
buildings that are in a generally ‘sound’
condition but require a higher level of
maintenance than those classified as
‘good’. Works may include weather
proofing, roof treatment, fenestration
and balcony repairs, etc.
Bad - Buildings described as
‘bad’ require significant levels of
maintenance. This may involve major
works to external stair and balcony
access, canopy replacement, garage
repair as well as general maintenance
to fenestration and building exterior.
Worst - This category includes
buildings that require urgent and
immediate repair to structural and/or
weather proofing-related issues. It may
also include work to parts of buildings
that are safety risks and where high
levels of vandalism are apparent.
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01.5 Existing studies context

Woodfield

SBC have proactively engaged in a series of studies
in recent years to understand the function and role of
existing centres. The majority of these studies have
focused principally on the town centre and therefore, whilst
providing useful background information are not specific to
the neighbourhood centres. These studies include:

Ni h l
St Nicholas
Martin’s Green

Woodfield
Symonds
Green

Pin
Green

– Retail Capacity and Potential Study by Cushman &
Wakefield Healey and Baker (2005);
– Stevenage Town Centre Regeneration Strategy, January
2002, Stevenage Borough Council & EDAW Ltd;

Manor
nor

– Stevenage Town Centre SPD, 2005;

Chells
Ch

– Neighbourhood Centres Review Data, 2001;
– Population Forecasts, DTZ Pieda, December 2005
(These population projections ascertain likely population
growth in light of the East of England’s identification of an
additional 14,400 dwellings for the borough by 2021.
These figures have been disaggregated to ward level);

Bedwell
Bandley
Hill

– Employment Land Survey Evidence Base, March 2005,
DTZ Pieda Consulting;

Sh
Shephall

– Urban Capacity Study; and,

Roebuck

– Transport and Infrastructure Capacity Study, 2005, Arup.
01.6 Regional growth impacts

Longmeadow
L
Lo
dow
w

Stevenage Ward map

Ward
Bandley Hill
Bedwell
Chells
Longmeadow
Manor
Martins Wood
Old Town
Pin Green
Roebuck
Shephall
St Nicholas
Symonds Green
Woodfield
Total

2006
7,068
6,777
6,379
6,166
6,617
6,517
6,389
6,137
6,256
6,543
6,318
6,150
5,140
82,457

2021
7,587
7,275
6,847
6,618
7,102
6,995
6,858
6,587
6,715
7,024
6,781
6,602
5,518
88,507

Table 1: SOURCE: EERA and DTZ Pieda Consulting
Inquiry, Census of population and Chelmer projections)

Forecasts published by the East of England Regional
Assembly (EERA) are based on the Chelmer model.
Current projections of dwellings published by EERA
suggest growth of between 6,000 and 7,000 dwellings from
2001 to 2021 with the additional dwellings (proposed to the
North and West of Stevenage in North Hertfordshire) likely
to raise the total number of new dwellings to around 14,400
by 2021.
The new dwellings created by the Great Ashby
development and proposed urban extensions are additional
to the dwelling growth already assumed in current
projections published by EERA (Table 1).

EERA projections

2001

2006

2011

2016

2021

Short-term migration

80,000

81,911

83,404

84,731

85,979

Regional Spatial Strategy

80,000

81,128

81,569

82,183

83,637

2001

2006

2011

2016

2021

Short-term migration

80,000

82,457

84,611

86,747

88,507

Regional Spatial Strategy

80,000

81,642

82,709

84,078

85,982

Revised projections

Table 2: SOURCE: DTZ Pieda Consulting (LFS,
Annual Business

Projected population change by ward for the revised
DTZ Pieda Consulting projections (Population Forecasts,
DTZ Pieda, December 2005) is shown in the Table 2. This
suggests that the population of each of Stevenage’s wards
will grow by 400-500 persons. This population increase
will be distributed across a number of neighbourhoods
in each ward and therefore the impact on the centres of
each neighbourhood will be relatively small. It would
be envisaged that a proportion of the population growth
would be accommodated in the neighbourhood centres
themselves contributing to the long term viability and
supporting a broader mix of housing types and tenures.
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02
Neighbourhoods’ context
Introduction – the challenge

02.1 Introduction – the challenge
02.1.1 Stevenage today
Stevenage today is a commuter town with a population of
80,000 and a distinct urban landscape. Known primarily for
its designation as Britain’s first New Town and secondarily
for its extensive network of green spaces and cycle tracks,
many roundabouts and lack of traffic lights, contemporary
Stevenage is a town on the brink of change. Like most towns
of its age, Stevenage is showing signs of wear and tear and
is in need of updating and modernisation. This chapter
will provide an overview of Stevenage’s history to date,
the principles guiding New Town development and the
principles for sustainable neighbourhood development in
the future.
Stevenage’s designation as Britain’s first New Town has
helped to shape the spatial and social landscape of the town
more than anything else. The New Town Order spurred
economic growth and a strong manufacturing industry
from the 1950s through to the 1970s, but in the early 1980s
through the 1990s, Stevenage suffered steady economic
decline because of recession and the degeneration of
the manufacturing industries. Today, Stevenage is in he
process of restoring and restructuring itself by diversifying
the economy, providing support for new businesses and
facilitating economic and business partnerships. Problems
remain, however, and many of the lower skilled people in
the town have suffered from high unemployment, poverty
and debt. This has, in turn led to extreme pockets of
deprivation among and within the various neighbourhoods.
Its proximity to London has both advantages and
disadvantages, but it is Stevenage’s own inimitable history
and landscape that has the most potential to lead Stevenage
into a sustainable future. As the Council rightly states: “We
need to look ahead now that Stevenage is no longer just a
New Town and build on our New Town heritage.” Unique
to Stevenage are the neighbourhood centres, which were
established as part of the initial New Town masterplan and
which today number 22 in total (10 large and 12 small).

Stevenage, mid-19th century

Stevenage, 1903

NC1/5 – Oaks Cross

NC2/8 – Mobbsbury Way

NC1/6 – The Oval

NC2/9 – Popple Way

NC1/7 – Poplars

NC2/10 – Rockingham Way

NC1/8 – Canterbury Way

NC2/11 – Roebuck

NC1/9 – Filey Close

NC2/12 – Whitesmead Road

NC1/10 – Chells Manor

02.1.2 The Old Town
Though not one of Stevenage’s 22 official neighbourhood
centres today, the Old Town played an important part in
Stevenage’s development, from its early history through to
its designation as a New Town in 1946. In fact, as part of the
New Town 1946 Masterplan, the Old Town was designated
as one of the first six neighbourhood centres, which shall be
explained in greater detail in the next sections.

The 12 small neighbourhood centres (NC2) are:
NC2/1 – Archer Road
NC2/2 – Austen Paths

The 10 large neighbourhood centres (NC1) are as follows:

NC2/3 – Burwell Road

NC1/1 – Bedwell Crescent

NC2/4 – Fairview Road

NC1/2 – The Glebe

NC2/5 – Hydean Way

NC1/3 – The Hyde

NC2/6 – Kenilworth Close

NC1/4 – Marymead

NC2/7 – Lonsdale Road

Stevenage’s Old Town area was the heart of the original
village of Stevenage, which was later subsumed into
the town in the post-war period. The High Street and
surrounding area of Stevenage’s Old Town date back to the
12th century. The area was the centre of all activity before
the establishment of the town. The Old Town contains many
listed buildings, including some as old as the 16th century,
many of which were the homes of wealthy merchants

Stevenage, mid-20th century

who based themselves in Stevenage. One of the oldest
remaining buildings is the original schoolroom of the
Thomas Alleyne School, founded in 1558.
The Old Town High Street is now a designated conservation
area and has continued to be a home to distinctive buildings
over the years. It also has an array of specialist shops as well
as offices, restaurants, pubs and hotels.
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02
Neighbourhoods’ context
Historical review

02.2 Stevenage – historical review
Roman origins and early history
Stevenage’s early history is notable because it was an area
of Roman settlement. Most significant are the Roman-British
burial mounds in the Six Hills area. Following the Roman
period, a Saxon settlement was established in and around
modern-day Stevenage. The Saxon settlement soon turned
into a Norman one, complete with a large church, around
which the village was expanded. Despite the spiritual
and community importance of the church, villagers soon
elected to move toward the Great North Road, away from
the church. The move was an effort to be closer to the major
thoroughfare, which presented daily profitable opportunities
as a result of the passers-by.
The move of the villagers – and therefore, the village –
toward the Road proved to be the greatest single factor
affecting the development and growth of Stevenage in
its early days. Because of its strategic road-side location,
Stevenage became a coaching stop in the 18th century and
a railway stop in the 19th century. These stopping points
were, in turn, the precursors of the A1 (M) and inter-city rail
service connecting Stevenage to other parts of the region.
It was during the 18th and 19th centuries that Stevenage
was firmly established, with new inns, hostels, shops and
services situating themselves in the town. Stevenage’s
population grew steadily during these periods, but it was
on the brink of World War II in 1939 that the population
reached a record of nearly 5,700. It grew steadily during
the war as the result of London evacuations, but remained
steady after the war at around 6,200.

The Abercrombie Plan for the New Towns, 1944

The Abercrombie Plan
Overcrowding and housing shortages in London during
and after the Second World War had a great effect on the
mid-century planner’s work. Sir Patrick Abercrombie was
the mastermind and masterplanner that felt the impetus
more than any other, setting out to establish a new pattern
of development that would – as he saw it – relieve the
pressure on London, tackle the problem of London’s sprawl
and provide new homes for the post-war generation. In
1944, Abercrombie published his Greater London Plan, on
the basis that London could no longer cope with a situation
in which it was absorbing one-third of the total increase in
national population. The crux of Abercrombie’s plan was to
divide London into four concentric rings: Inner, Suburban,
Green Belt and Outer Country. Of these, Abercrombie
proposed changes to all except for the Green Belt ring,
which he felt should be exempt from any other future

development. This meant that building and development
that could not be contained within the Inner or Suburban
rings would jump over the Green Belt to the Outer Country.
It was with this idea that Stevenage came into play.
Abercrombie proposed that in order to accommodate the
‘leapfrog’ development not contained within the first two
rings, the Outer Country ring would need new satellite
towns, which became known as the ‘New Towns.’ The New
Towns would contain both employment (for the industries
relocated from Inner London) and residential uses (for
the people working in the relocated industries). Each
of the New Towns was to accommodate 60,000 people.
Abercrombie initially listed 10 possible sites for these New
Towns, one of which was Stevenage, chosen on the basis of
its proximity to London and its steady history of growth.
It is interesting to note that of the ten original New Town sites
proposed, only two survived the scrutiny to ensure they
fulfilled all the requirements that the planners felt a New
Town needed. These two towns were Stevenage and Harlow,
designated the first and second New Towns in Britain in
1946 and 1947 respectively.
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The Garden City Model
While Abercrombie’s plans for the New Towns and
specifically Stevenage date from 1944 in the Greater
London Plan, the idea behind satellite towns in the
countryside was much older. In 1849, James Silk
Buckingham published his tome “National Evils and
Practical Remedies,” which described one modern-day evil
as the rapid unplanned growth of towns which perpetuated
over-crowding, poverty, crime, disease and the potential
for anarchy. Buckingham proposed that the solution was
to “make a fresh start in the country.” Buckingham thus
presented his idea for a country town, which sparked other
suggestions, including one by Sir Benjamin Richardson
in 1876. The common feature of these towns was the
combination of town and country so that residents would be
close to the necessary urban amenities whilst also enjoying
the benefits of the open countryside.
Until the first years of the 20th century, these proposals
were simply conceptual ones. A few experimental industrial
villages, such as Cadbury’s development at Bourneville,
were built as an on-the-spot solution to provide various
workforces with homes, schools and shopping facilities.
Using the success of these experiments as a stimulus,
Ebenezer Howard appeared on the scene in 1898 as the
new mastermind with the Garden City movement through
the publication of his book, “ Tomorrow: A Peaceful Path to
Real Reform.”
Howard’s Garden City movement was based on the
following principles:
1. New towns or ‘garden cities’ should be built on low cost
agricultural land.
2. The land and development costs should be raised
through mortgages with an interest of no more than four
percent.
3. The community will ‘own’ the town and any profits made
will be re-invested into the town.
4. The new towns should accommodate 30,000 people and
must offer a variety of social and employment facilities.
5. The town should be surrounded by agricultural land,
which will constrain primary growth, but will point to
the time when the next new town, linked to the first,
should begin.
Howard’s ideas gained real momentum in 1901 when he
established the Garden Cities Association (later re-named

The Garden City Model, as proposed by Ebenezer Howard

The Letchworth Plan as defined in Howard’s “Garden Cities of Tomorrow.”

the Town and Country Planning Association), then in 1902
when he published a revised edition of his book under the
new title, “Garden Cities of Tomorrow,” and in 1903 when
he formed the First Garden City Company Limited to built a
garden city at Letchworth, followed by Welwyn Garden City.
Both Letchworth and Welwyn were very close to Stevenage
and so the new movement would have been familiar to
Stevenage residents, but it would come as a surprise to
them that their town would be next, spurred on not as a one
individual’s private venture as in Letchworth or Welwyn, but
by Government action.

With the Abercrombie Plan, these reports led to the passing
of the New Towns Act in the summer of 1946, followed
closely by the Designation Order confirming Stevenage as
the first New Town on 11th November 1946. The Stevenage
Development Corporation, which would oversee the growth,
was established one month later in December. Despite
the publicity and profit the New Town designation would
bring, many Stevenage residents were very displeased at
the prospect of their town of 6,200 becoming one with a
population of 60,000 and opposed the Designation Order.
Though it took another year, they took their opposition to
the House of Lords, but their argument was overturned and
in 1947 the Stevenage New Town was firmly launched.

War-time Reports and The New Town Designation
Abercrombie’s Greater London Plan was one of four wartime reports that stipulated that the Government must play
a role in future town planning measures, particularly in
response to the London problem. The Barlow Report (1940)
reported on the mal-distribution of work in the country; the
Uthwatt Committee (1942) reported on the need for a new
town planning system that would put the public interest first;
and the Scott Committee (1943) was concerned with the
preservation of rural areas. These three reports confirmed
the need for the Government to take planning measures
into their own hands to provide positive areas for living and
working and to reverse the effects of aggressive unplanned
growth.

The area of Stevenage defined in the New Town Designation Order of 1946
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The Masterplan
The Development Corporation quickly took on its first
task of producing a Masterplan, but without any predetermination about the feasibility of the project or the New
Town boundaries, the Development Corporation was left
to build Stevenage as completely new type of settlement.
And thus without any sort of prerequisite (the New Town
was, after all, an entirely new type of settlement, perhaps
akin only to the Garden City), the Development Corporation
worked with its architects and planners to come up with a
Masterplan.

Concerning shopping, the Masterplanners noted that “it
should be possible to experiment with different kinds of
shopping development. For example it would be worthwhile
to try out a street from which vehicular traffic is excluded.”
(p. 68, First New Town: An Autobiography of the Stevenage
Development Corporation, 1946-1980). This might not seem
radical to us today, but at the height of the car movement
in the mid-twentieth century, such an idea was surely
perceived as radical and anachronistic. The proposition,
however, worked and so Stevenage soon became famous
for the first pedestrianised shopping centre.

On hand from the outset were the architect Gordon
Stephenson, who was Chief Technical Officer at the Ministry
of Town and Country Planning at the time, as well as other
architects and engineers. Stephenson produced and
submitted the first draft of the Masterplan in the summer
of 1946 (even before the establishment of the Stevenage
Development Corporation and concurrent with the
opposition to the Designation Order). However, it wasn’t
until 1949 that the first Masterplan (an amended version of
Stephenson’s original) was adopted.

The 1949 Masterplan directed Stevenage’s development
over the next five years, though a number of changes were
implemented as various needs and special conditions
arose. In 1955, the first major revision was carried out
despite that Stevenage had only reached a quarter of its
planned population of 60,000. It became necessary at this
time to revise the Masterplan in full because it was obvious
that the growth of the town would likely exceed 60,000 and
so land allocations needed to be tightened and the average
net housing density increased to 50 people per acre.

The main crux of the Masterplan was the designation of six
neighbourhood centres, each designed as a self-contained
community of 10,000 people. This residential form was
not a pioneering one, but followed the model of Ebenezer
Howard and realised in part at Letchworth. In Stevenage,
each neighbourhood centre would have its own amenities –
shops, pubs, churches, schools, clinics, workshops, garages
and community facilities – all within a safe, half-mile walk
from the farthest residences.

By 1958, Stevenage had reached a population of 30,000 and
it was decided that the population target of 60,000 was too
low and the optimum population should be raised to 80,000.
This meant a definitive departure from Abercrombie’s
goal and had a surprisingly large impact on every aspect
of future development of the town structure and character
in Stevenage. Subject to this change, the Masterplan was
again revised throughout the 1960s and 70s.

The six original neighbourhood centres in Stevenage,
designed and built in the following order were:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Old Town
Bedwell
Broadwater
Shephall
Chells
Pin Green

The main town centre was designed as a pedestrianised
area with good road and rail links and included a proposal
for a new railway station. In addition, the factories were to
be located far away from the housing on the west side of
the development. As part of the initial proposals for the New
Town, the Masterplanners decided to put forward radical
plans for new types of shopping developments, the position
of cars in the town centre and the location of a sports centre
also in the town centre.

Ultimately, the Final Plan of 1978 was not that dramatically
different from Stephenson’s original of 1946, though it
did incorporate a number of expansion proposals. The
primary change came in that it became necessary to build
on land originally intended to be left undeveloped and
to build more densely, but the overall road structure and
configuration of the neighbourhood centres remained the
same. Perhaps the biggest surprise came as a result of
the great increase in car use and its respective impact on
the town centre. Stevenage’s town centre began to attract
people from a much larger catchment area, extending
beyond Stevenage’s boundaries. Multi-storey car parks
soon became a necessity to accommodate the numbers of
people and cars.

11

The original neighbourhoods concept for Stevenage New Town
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Gordon Stephenson’s 1946 Masterplan for Stevenage New Town

The first revision of the Masterplan, 1949

The Masterplan 1955.
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The ‘Urban Structure’ Plan,, forming part of the 1972 Masterplan revision

The final Masterplan 1978
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Design Principles Summary
Whilst the overall concept governing the design of the New
Town of Stevenage stems directly from Ebenezer Howard’s
Garden City model, the unique design principles governing
development at Stevenage were more rigid and reflected
a modernised age. These principles/requirements can be
summarised as follows:
– One primary town centre;
– A series of neighbourhood centres surrounding the town
centre (six initially, to be expanded in time);
– Restrained development within the New Town Order
designation area to preserve the surrounding green belt;
– Natural features and existing physical barriers (such as
the railway line) should guide the form of the
development;
– Car parks should be peripheral to the town centre, with
access via a ring road;
– Potential for a car-free shopping area (later realised);
– Potential for a cycle network that would allow residents to
cycle easily to the town centre and among
neighbourhoods;
– Potential for a sports/leisure centre in the town centre, not
on the outskirts;
– New railway station adjacent to new commercial and
shopping area;
– Neighbourhoods should accommodate approximately 8
dwellings per acre (30 p.p.a);
– Extensive network of open spaces, particularly green
space;
– Development of a town park to capitalise on the natural
open space asset running from Broadwater to Sishes
End; and,
– Preservation and enhancement of existing surrounding
woodland.
Building the New Town
Adherence to the four overlapping stages of New Town
development were crucial to Stevenage’s success and

subsequent attraction:
1. The preparation of the strategic Masterplan
2. Land assembly (concurrent with consideration of the
Masterplan)
3. Approval of the Masterplan; identification of the areas
of first development; and, preparation of detailed site
proposals
4. Development and building
After the first Masterplan was approved, the Government
initially purchased 6,000 acres of land for Stevenage New
Town, and by 1952, another 2,000 acres were purchased.
Before any of the building could start, however, the basic
services of gas, water, electricity, sewer, telephones
and access roads had to be in place. The first houses in
Stevenage were built in 1951 in Broadview, closely followed
by the Chauncy House flats. Between 1951 and 1980, the
Development Corporation built over 20,000 homes.
More important than the number of homes, however,
was the establishment and development of the six initial
neighbourhood centres. Bedwell was the first to be
developed, from 1952-53, followed by Broadwater and
Shephall. In 1958 and 1962, work began on Chells and Pin
Green, respectively, both of which featured the American
‘Radburn Plan’ to separate pedestrians from vehicular
traffic.
Development of the neighbourhood centres
Development of the neighbourhood centres was dependent
on the necessary works on roads and sewers, which in
turn, was dependent on the approval of the Masterplan.
Because of delays in getting the Masterplan approved,
the Corporation was smart to continue designing the
neighbourhood centres; the Corporation quickly produced
an overall plan of development of Bedwell and also turned
attention to the detailed road design so that as soon as the
Masterplan was approved, the contracts could be released
and work could begin.
Further to the development of the six original
neighbourhood centres in the 1950s and 1960s, the need
for more neighbourhood centres arose mainly as a result
of local shopping needs and changes in habit. By the late
1940s, there were 140 shops in Stevenage, two-thirds of
which were located on the High Street. This great number
of shops was certainly more than enough for a town of
Stevenage’s size and population at the time, but because

Location of shopping centres, mid-20th century
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these shops also catered to the surrounding villages, the
number of shops was warranted. In that sense, the High
Street shops seemed to cater better to visitors arriving by
car rather than Stevenage residents, who were, for the most
part, housewives without access to cars. Trudging to the
High Street with prams in wintry conditions proved difficult
for stay-at-home mothers and thus began the efforts to open
more local shops in permanent shopping parades and even
travelling shops in temporary mobile units.
It was soon proposed that each of the original six
neighbourhood centres should have 20-25 shops and that
local sub-centres would open with 6-10 shops, depending
on the population in the centre. Bedwell was an exception to
this rule because of its proximity to the Town Centre shops,
but Broadwater and Shephall both exhibited this pattern by
their completion in the 1950s.

Market Place, 1965.

High Street, 1965

Queensway, 1965.

Town Centre, 1960.

The fifth neighbourhood centre to be designed and built,
Chells, also strayed from the rule because its development
coincided with the opening of the pedestrianised
Town Centre shopping area and a rapid increase in car
ownership. The planners began to realise that they had
been too hasty in allocating 6-10 shops for local centres and
that it was unlikely that this number of shops in each of the
smaller, local centres could be viable. As Jack Balchin writes
in his book, “First New Town: An Autobiography of the
Stevenage Development Corporation, 1946-1980:”
“The idea instead therefore was to provide if anything
a bigger neighbourhood shopping centre to offset the
attraction of the town centre for perishable goods but to
reduce the number of sub-centres and the number of shops
in each. Although Chells was some distance from the town
centre, it had only two sub-centres (at Elm Green and
Mobbsbury each with six shops) in addition to the main
centre at the Glebe completed in 1964.”
And so it was that by 1964, the progressive reduction
in the number of sub-centres and shops reflected the
ever-increasing attraction of the Town Centre and the
relative ease (and novelty) of travelling there by car. The
“Superbus” project of the 1970s also allowed an increasing
number of housewives to be travel to the Town Centre for
their shopping needs. The sub-centres continued to suffer
as shoppers found it more and more cost-effective to travel
to the Town Centre, despite the cost of petrol or public
transport , because of the lower food prices. As the years
went on, however, the Town Centre shopping focus switched
from food to convenience retail, which made way for the
local shops to once again sell perishable goods.
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02.3 Neighbourhoods and Social Networks

importance of locally-based social networks.

As the neighbourhood centres have played and continue
to play such a large part in the spatial development of
Stevenage, it is important to understand the relationship
between the neighbourhoods and their social networks.
This type of analysis can provide valuable background
information as Stevenage moves into the future, building on
its own unique urban landscape and history.

Despite the increase in globalisation and electronic
communication, the nature of a particular neighbourhood is
still often defined by the physical social network that exists
there. Yet there remain significant opportunities for change
and reconfiguration in the relationship between social
networks and the contemporary neighbourhood in light of
21st century means and methods of contact. Through the
public engagement aspects to this study, it will be important
to understand how people interact and engage with their
local neighbourhood centre as well as the wider parent
neighbourhood and town centre. Through this analysis
linkages will be identified and, potentially, opportunities for
developing new social settings and human connections.

A neighbourhood is defined as a geographically localised
community located within a larger city or town. Further to
this definition, individual local governments have the right
to assign official or semi-official status to neighbourhoods,
where neighbourhood boundaries can also be legal
ward divisions in a town or city. However, more important
than the legal and administrative boundaries is how the
neighbourhood functions on a day-to-day basis. As such,
the various social networks within them and the network’s
relationship to the greater neighbourhood structure
become increasingly important.

Neighbourhood structures and social networks diagram

A social network is defined as a social structure made of
nodes (which are typically individuals or organisations) that
are tied by one or more specific types of relations, such
as being neighbours. Whilst the degree to which social
networks are neighbourhood-based and the relationship
between ideas of social capital, social networks and the
neighbourhood is not a new topic, it has considerable
influence in a discussion surrounding Stevenage’s history
and growth.
It has been said that the structure of a neighbourhood
fosters the development of social networks through the
high interaction between individuals in local public spaces,
including streets, parks, shops and pubs. This assumption,
of course, relies on the notion that neighbourhoods in this
sense are primarily residential as most social networking
occurs outside of work hours and the ‘neighbourly’
relationships that develop reflect this.
Much of the classic discussion on neighbourhoods and
social networks derives from the Industrial Revolution
era and assumes a general decline of community as
rural workers were drawn to the cities and towns for new
opportunities. However, in contrast to this and much of the
literature on social networks and their role in residential
neighbourhoods, the development of social capital (defined
as the resources that can be mobilised as a result of the
structure of relationships between people in a particular
situation or proximity) has a strong emphasis on the

The importance of the neighbourhood social network for all
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02.4 Sustainable Neighbourhoods
What makes a sustainable neighbourhood is the subject
of much published guidance by Government and, more
recently, by design advisory bodies such as CABE. What is
common is the complexity through multi-layering of a range
of increasingly inter-dependent factors. Such factors (eg.
amenity provision, accessibility, mix of use, density, quality
of open space and so on) vary both in weighting and nature
from location to location and are highly context dependent.
There are, however, some general definitions which are
useful for guidance. For example, the government defines
sustainable communities as:
“places where people want to live and work, now and in the
future. They meet the diverse needs of existing and future
residents, are sensitive to their environment, and contribute
to a high quality of life. They are safe and inclusive, well
planned, built and run, and offer equality of opportunity and
good services for all.”
This can be more simply stated as ‘a sustainable
neighbourhood is one that provides a good quality of life for
residents’ and is measured in terms of:
–
–
–
–
–
–
–
–

the availability of schools;
colleges or training facilities;
quality and choice in housing;
a safe and pleasant environment;
good health;
absence of crime;
accessible transport; and,
shops and local amenities.

This is further expressed in a clear, coherent manner by the
adjacent diagram about how cities and towns can provide
the framework for core institutions and urban amenities.
This diagram is drawn from the 1999 Urban Task Force
Final Report titled “Towards an Urban Renaissance” and
describes the relative thresholds for different levels of
amenity provision. At the neighbourhood level, the facilities
that could be supported by a population catchment of
5-10,000 include a pub, a range of shops, sports hall,
community centre, small park, post office, primary school
and a healthcare centre. It is clear, however, that some of
the ‘neighbourhood centres’ in Stevenage only operate at
the ‘local centre’ level, evidenced by the natural level of
demand at centres like Chells Manor.
The Urban Task Force Final Report also highlights the
fact that sustainable, integrated neighbourhoods are the

A compact urban area defines distinct neighbourhoods and has a clear urban edge

The city/town provides the framework for core amenities

foundation of a vibrant urban life and thus they need to work together as part of
a coherent overall structure to foster, enhance and inspire the urban experience.
The further diagrams to the right from the Task Force Report illustrate what
is meant by a ‘compact’ urban structure versus a ‘dispersed’ one and it is this
compactness in towns and cities that helps to maintain high levels of local ‘walkups’ and hence sustainable patterns of movement.
There is no clear formula or blueprint to which neighbourhoods, cities and towns
can adhere in order to inspire greatness, but rather urban areas, like Stevenage,
must look to their own past successes and mistakes, as well as their unique
urban structure to forge a new future. Stevenage’s abundance of neighbourhood
centres were more relevant at a time when shopping and movement patterns
were developing (car ownership was lower than today) and people looked to
their local centres for their main food shopping. The remainder of this document
seeks to identify how the neighbourhood centres are used today and, based on
these patterns and other analysis, establishes a robust baseline for the nature of a
future sustainable neighbourhoods structure for Stevenage.
A dispersed urban area does not define its neighbourhoods well and has a scattered
urban edge

