
Mr and Mrs Mitchell  

7 Benslow Lane 

Hitchin  

SG4 9RE 

Dear Sir, 

Application reference 16/022888/1 – Radcliffe Arms Pub – OBJECTION  

I am writing to object to the application to demolish the Radcliffe Arms Pub and replace with residential units.   

I would like to object for the following reasons: 

1. The applicants propose the loss of a valued community use and have provided a lack of evidence that 

the building cannot be retained as a pub.  At least 12-18 months of marketing evidence for pub uses 

at a market rate should be demonstrated.  As a community use all sources of funding should be 

explored including possible subdivision of the site; 

 

2. The existing pub building is a positive contributor in the conservation area.  The conservation area is a 

designated heritage asset.   

 

3. The demolition of this historic pub will result in significant harm to the conservation area, a 

designated heritage asset, and the NPPF advises that local planning authorities should refuse consent 

unless it can be demonstrated that the substantial harm or loss is necessary to achieve public benefits 

that outweigh the harm or loss.  The provision of 7 residential properties is not sufficient to outweigh 

the loss of this building and the significant harm to the conservation area;  

 

4. The proposed replacement dwellings and new houses have not been designed with due regard to the 

character and appearance to the conservation area and provide a poor standard of architecture to the 

detriment of the conservation area.   

 

1. Valued Community Pub  

The Radcliffe Arms has been a pub since around 1855.  The Radcliffe Arms has been an important feature in 

this part of Hitchin and has become a gateway or centrepiece to the conservation area.  The relevance of the 

history of the pub is covered later in this letter, but as a community building the pub has served the 

community for over 150 years.   

More recently the pub was purchased by new owners with no prior experience of running a commercial 

restaurant or pub.  They state that the business makes a loss, but there is no evidence provided as part of the 

planning application.  Their own Design and Access Statement sets out that NHDC pre-application advice 

stated that “A robust case demonstrating the unviable nature of the business would be required, in order to 

justify the loss of the community asset, in allowing a change of use away from the current public house use 

of the site.”  The application does not contain any evidence.  There is no evidence that the pub has been 

marketed to other pub operators or restaurateurs with more experience of running a hospitality business.  We 

understand that the property has only been marketed for residential development.   

The applicants, Blue Chilli Ltd, registered their company when purchasing the Radcliffe as a property 

development company number 9240101, listing the nature of business as “Development of Building Projects”.  



It is therefore entirely plausible that the business has been run for the last two years with the prime aim of 

demonstrating a business loss to justify more profitable residential development.   

This pub provides a key role in the community having been used by the Hub Church, local groups and families 

as a community meeting place.  Once this pub use is lost to housing it will be lost forever.   

The current Local Plan is out of date and does not reflect the NPPF and the requirement to promote the 

retention of local services and community facilities such as pubs.  The emerging Local Plan Policy ETC7 states 

that planning permission for a change of use will only be granted where it can be demonstrated that the unit 

has remained vacant for a year or more and documentary viability evidence is provided that all reasonable 

attempts have been made to sell or let the property for similar uses within that period have failed.  No such 

evidence has been provided.  An internet search shows no evidence of the pub being marketed for sale as a 

pub and there are no signs advertising.  The first anyone seems to know is an application for residential 

development.     

2. The Pub is a Heritage Asset 

The NPPF paragraph 128 states that Local Planning Authorities should require an applicant to describe the 

significance of any heritage assets affected.  The NPPF advises that the level of detail should be proportionate 

to the asset’s significance but as a minimum the relevant historic environment record should have been 

consulted and the heritage assets assessed using appropriate expertise where necessary.  No heritage 

information has been submitted by the applicant.   

The Radcliffe Arms lies within a Conservation Area and the NHDC Conservation Character Statement describes 

the Radcliffe Arms building as a positive contributor.  Conservation Areas are designated heritage assets and 

NHDC has a statutory duty to ensure that any proposals affecting the conservation area must preserve or 

enhance the character of that Conservation Area.   

 

The NHDC Hitchin Conservation Area Statement is clear that there are a number of unlisted buildings that have 

been identified as ‘positive’ buildings and the criteria for identifying these buildings its set out that they are: 

“buildings of townscape merit which are considered to make a positive contribution to the character and 

appearance of the conservation area.  Commonly they will be good examples of relatively unaltered historic 

buildings where their style, detailing and building materials provide the streetscape with interest and variety. 

Most importantly, ‘positive’ buildings contribute to the special interest of the conservation area, often forming 

notable groups which help to define the streetscape within the conservation area.” (my emphasis) 

The significance of the Hitchin Conservation Area cannot be underestimated.  The conservation area is large 

and split into different character areas, this building falls within character area 6.  The Radcliffe Arms lies at the 

gateway of character area 6.  It is located at the junction of the roads forming that conservation area and it a 

very prominent feature or landmark of the conservation area.  As a corner building there are two main 

elevations and large sash windows on the two main road frontages.  These are a key design feature of this 

landmark building within the conservation area and add significance to the building within the conservation 



area.  The retention of a gap between the pub and the neighbouring building provides room for the prominent 

pub building to maintain its status and prominence within the conservation area and on Walsworth Road the 

retained gap between buildings reveals decorative brick work that is also characterful of the conservation 

area.   

 

Not only should significance be attached to the location and design of this building, but significance should be 

attached to the use of this building as a pub that has stood on the site for 150 years and which provides a 

significant contribution to the character of the conservation area.   

Planning Inspectors have previously determined that the use of a pub within a conservation area can make a 

significant contribution to the character of that conservation area.  It is therefore clear that it is not just the 

appearance of the pub as an historic building, it’s the use as a pub that also contributes to the character of the 

conservation area in such a way that a change of use (if allowed) would have a detrimental impact on the 

character of the conservation area.  For example in the case of the Swan and Edgar pub, on 28 May 2014, a 

planning inspector ruled that: 

“The existing site contributes positively to the character and appearance of the Conservation Area not only 

through the physical presence and features of the building but through its long-established use as a 

traditional back-street public house. Both aspects reflect the historical development of the site and of the 

wider Conservation Area and both contribute to the visual and functional distinctiveness of the setting.” 

There is a long history of a pub on this site.  It was originally known as the Nightingale.  The name was changed 

to The Radcliffe Arms in the late 19th century and was owned by local brewers Hall & Hall and then Lucas. 

Evidence suggests that by 1916 it was fully licensed and in 1918 passed to Greens of Luton during the disposal 

of the Lucas empire. 

The significance of the pub is heightened by the presence of the railway and the development of the 

conservation area, in particular character area 6 within which the site falls, and the historic links between the 

pub and the Radcliffe Family after which the pub is named.  The Radcliffe family has played an important part 

in the social and cultural development of the town which again adds to the significance of the heritage asset. 

3. Significant Harm to the Conservation Area  

It is clear that the proposals to demolish the pub building will have a significant detrimental impact on the 

setting of the conservation area and the total loss of the non-designated heritage building will be significant 

both in loss of building and loss of pub use.   

The proposed development will lead to substantial harm to the conservation area, a designated heritage 

asset, the LPA should refuse consent, unless it can be demonstrated that the substantial harm or loss is 

necessary to achieve substantial public benefits that outweigh that harm or loss, or all of the following apply: 

 the nature of the heritage asset prevents all reasonable uses of the site; and 



 no viable use of the heritage asset itself can be found in the medium term through appropriate marketing 

that will enable its conservation; and 

 conservation by grant-funding or some form of charitable or public ownership is demonstrably not 

possible; and 

 the harm or loss is outweighed by the benefit of bringing the site back into use. 

The application proposes 7 private residential dwellings.  This is not sufficient to outweigh the loss of a 

significant heritage asset in a prominent position in the conservation area and the loss of a pub that will 

significantly harm the setting of the conservation area.    

There is no evidence that conversion of the existing building is not possible.  There is passing reference to 

conversion not being possible due to the construction of the building, but as a brick built building of 

substantial construction, I fail to see how conversion is not possible, it may be more expensive and not yield as 

many flats, but conversion is technically possible and desirable.   

There is no evidence of marketing to other pub groups that will enable its retention within the conservation 

area and we would suggest that at least 12 months of evidence of marketing as commercial premises at a 

market rate should be demonstrated by the applicant.  

There is no evidence that public subsidy or community ownership is not a viable option.  We ask that NHDC 

designate the pub as an Asset of Community Value to enable time for funding or alternative occupiers to be 

found.   

At the very least, even if after 12 months marketing to find a new commercial occupier, if it is proven that a 

commercial use cannot be found for the site the building should be converted to residential use as a last 

resort.  Conversion would ensure that the building’s architectural and historic value is retained and the 

character of the conservation area is retained.   

4. The Quality of the Application scheme  

The application proposals for this site are poor quality and are not designed from an understanding of the 

character of the Conservation Area.  The lack of heritage information has resulted in a scheme that is bland, 

has no architectural quality and one which, if allowed, would significantly damage the character and setting of 

the Conservation Area.   

The hand drawn plans are inadequate and difficult to scale from.  Proposed roof lines have not been designed 

to reflect surrounding buildings.  In this prominent location and in the conservation area I would expect some 

additional visual representation, coloured plans and detailed elevations and CGIs.  Instead we have hand 

drawn pictures of generic houses that have no architectural quality and no reference to the quality and the 

significance of this gateway site in the conservation area and the character of the buildings within it.   

Particularly damaging is the proposed blank façade onto Verulam Road.  The roof shape is completely out of 

keeping with this corner plot and looks incongruous when compared to the current building and its hipped 

roof and elevation design as a corner building with two windowed elevations on a roundabout providing a 

visual gateway into the conservation area.  The roof is also out of keeping with the proposed houses and the 

building location on the plot creates an awkward relationship.   

The proposed houses do not respect the existing front or rear building line on the street or the new building 

line proposed by the new corner building.  The proposed buildings sit very uncomfortably together.  The 

proposed elevations take no design references from the conservation area and at the very least should provide 

sash windows, recessed entrances and red bricks (not yellow as proposed) which are characteristic of this 



conservation area.  The proportions of the proposed block of flats do not reflect the characteristic Victorian 

plot sizes of the surrounding area and the frontage onto Walsworth Road is too linear.   

Regarding access the access onto Verulam road is hampered by the location of the block of flats which offers 

no visibility to cars pulling out into the public walkway.  The location is also too close to the existing 

roundabout.  This is very busy road and the proposed parking access is very close to the island on a road that is 

heavily parked.  Whilst a parking space is proposed for each dwelling I would ask NHDC to specify that if 

permission is granted that occupants will be unable to apply for residents permits as this is an area of parking 

stress.   

For all of the reasons above we respectfully request that you refuse this planning application.   

Kind regards 

Holly and Wayne Mitchell  


