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Abstract. 

This thesis examines one of the major town planning projects of the post-war 

period, the British new towns programme. It is a comparative study of two 'mark 

one' new towns, designated after the passing of the New Towns Act in 1946, 

Stevenage and Hemel Hempstead in Hertfordshire. The thesis provides a fully 

integrated study examining the inter-relationship of three factors: the experiences 

of the new town migrants; the effects of the planned environment of the towns; 

and the administrative framework within which they were constructed. The thesis 

examines two main areas: firstly, the consequences of social development policy 

within the British new towns · and, secondly, the nature of social change 

experienced by the new town migrants. 

The thesis outlines the dichotomy between the idealistic intentions of the Labour 

Government of 1945-51 and the new town planners, and the practical di ffi culties 

of putting their plans into practice. There were three main constraints to this 

idealism: finance, administrative difficulties and the views of the new town 

migrants themselves. The new towns programme was thus typified by constant 

struggle between these conflicting forces . Nevertheless, the thesis concludes that 

the programme was successful as it gave many of the new town migrants the 

opportunity to have a new home for the first time. The evidence suggests that the 

new towns soon became examples of thriving communities with ample 

opportunities for social interaction. However, it should be noted that this social 

intercourse was often despite, rather than because of, the actions of the 

government, the new town Development Corporations and the town planners. 
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The thesis draws upon a wide range of sources, both primary and secondary 

material, published and unpublished. In the area of social development these 

include the original new town master plans as well as the papers of the Ministry of 

Housing and Local Government held at the Public Record Office, Kew. The 

papers of the Development Corporations and local authorities, which are held at 

Hertfordshire County Record Office, have also been used. Reference has also 

been made to the contemporary planning and sociological literature. Moreover, 

the discussion and evaluation of the social changes experienced by the population 

of the new towns is reliant upon records produced by the residents themselves. 

These include newspapers and newsletters published by the local residents ' 

federations, and personal memoirs. 
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Introduction. 

The British New Towns and Social Chan2e: A case study of Stevena2e and 

Hemel Hempstead 1946-1970. 

I 

The first British new towns were created following the reports of the New Towns 

Committee and the passing of the New Towns Act in 1946. Eight of these towns 

were established in order to ease the pressure upon London created by the 

increasing concentration of population and industry and to share them out with the 

remainder of south-east England. These new towns created a better standard of 

housing for Londoners who had previously lived in overcrowded areas. 

The establishment of the New Towns Committee was the final piece of the 

administrative and legislative jigsaw of British town planning in the immediate 

post-war period. The foundations for the new towns programme were laid by the 

Barlow, Scott and Uthwatt Reports. The most significant of this triumvirate was 

the Royal Commission examining the Geographical Distribution of the Industrial 

Population, chaired by Sir Anderson Montague-Barlow, which reported in 1940. 

The Barlow Commission was charged with investigating the causes, results and 

possible remedies for overcrowded British cities. The Barlow Report emphasised 

the need for planned, government controlled, dispersal and decentralisation of 

both population and industry away from overcrowded areas. This was to become 

an integral part of the new towns programme. The momentum created by the 

Barlow Report was intensified by the report investigating Land Utilisation in 

Rural Areas, chaired by Sir Leslie Scott, published in 1942. Essentially this 
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Report emphasised the primary importance of maintaining and protecting large 

tracts of land required for agriculture. It concluded that these areas should not be 

lost under increasing urban and suburban sprawl. The implication was that in 

order to contain urban expansion planning should be controlled; the new towns 

programme would help to limit uncontrolled urban development and thus preserve 

agricultural land. The Expert Committee on Compensation and Betterment, 

chaired by Sir Augustus Andrewes Uthwatt, which reported in 1942 provided the 

means by which land for the new towns could be obtained. The Committee's 

recommendations, which were implemented in the Planning Act of 1944, provided 

a means by which the government could compulsorily purchase land at a 

reasonable price rather than at the inflated value the areas would attain once they 

were earmarked for development. 1 As one planning historian rightly points out, 

this trio of wartime reports laid 'a philosophical and practical foundation for 

legislation to come' .2 A further impetus came from the town planner Patrick 

Abercrombie's Greater London Plan which was published in 1945. Abercrombie, 

who had been a member of the Barlow Committee, 'captured the dominant town 

planning themes of the day and wove them into a coherent strategy' in his plan 

which argued that the excess population should be decanted away from London to 

newly established towns.3 

The study of the new towns can be justified by the fact that by 1996 there were 2.2 

million people living in 32 new and expanded towns. The new towns were one of 

the major planning projects in post-war British history. They were 'planned 

communities' . These have been defined as 'large-scale, mixed-land-use 
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developments that have socially integrated populations and conform to a single 

master plan' .4 

This thesis is a comparative study of two such new towns, Stevenage and Hemel 

Hempstead. The choice of Stevenage new town for study can be justified due to 

the fact that it was the first new town to be constructed following the passing of 

the New Towns Act of 1946. Stevenage was the original new town on which the 

planning of many subsequent towns was based. Lord Reith, the head of the New 

Towns Committee, chaired the Hemel Hempstead Development Corporation. 

This enables us to understand the implementation of the New Towns Committees ' 

conclusions about how the towns should be constructed. Furthermore, because 

both towns are based in Hertfordshire they often dealt with the same institutions, 

for example Hertfordshire County Council, and sought to attract their populations 

from neighbouring North London boroughs. 

The new towns established following the passing of the New Towns Act were not 

the first new communities to be planned in their entirety. Notable predecessors 

included the model towns of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, created 

by industrialists for their employees, and the garden cities. The supporters of the 

garden city movement, who had instigated garden city experiments during the 

Edwardian and inter-war years, were keen to establish new towns.5 However, 

although it can not be disputed that new communities created before the New 

Towns Act are interesting cases they are not in the singular position of the towns 

created after 1946. The new towns were both funded and planned by public 
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bodies and, as such, reveal much about the views of the contemporary political 

elite as to how the new communities should be developed. For example, the new 

towns sought to create a society that was less elitist than the generally middle 

class, utopian and intellectual population that inhabited garden cities. The post

war new towns programme was a social experiment on a much larger scale than 

that of the garden cities. 

II 

The study of the new towns, particularly that of the initial 'mark one' towns which 

were designated in the immediate post-war period, is fraught with difficulties, 

mainly due to the sparseness of the literature. Most of the early accounts were 

published when the new towns were barely half formed. For example, Orlan's 

study of Stevenage appeared before large-scale migration had begun, while 

Rodwin concentrated upon the potential administrative framework of the new 

towns.6 Much of the remainder was written by those close to the new town cause 

either as campaigners or developers and, therefore, had a predisposed perspective. 

Evans and Osborn were both influential members of the Town and Country 

Planning Association, the body which had called for new towns to be established 

upon garden city principles.7 Shaffer was a civil servant within the Ministry of 

Housing and Local Government, while Balchin was a former General Manager of 

Stevenage Development Corporation.8 Thus, information has to be garnered 

piecemeal from specific case studies examining individual elements of new town 

life and policy. These have included Cresswell's examination of self-

containment, Mullan's study of 'protest organisations' within Stevenage, Wirz's 
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evaluation of social aspects of Scottish new town planning and Cullingworth and 

Kam's survey of the ownership and management of housing in the new towns.9 

Arguably the most valuable resource for discussion of the new towns has been the 

planning journals. However, even in these (with the noticeable exception of Town 

and Country Planning) the discussion has declined in recent years. Thus, many of 

the debates contained within the literature are still only half-formed. Over fifty 

years after their designation there has not been a study of the development of a 

new town from an historical perspective. While there has been discussion of some 

specific planning issues, such as the role of neighbourhood units and the policies 

of balance and self-containment, earlier post-war attempts to tum the new towns 

into thriving, integrated, communities with a full range of social facilities, have 

been overlooked. 

A disproportionate amount of the literature has concentrated upon attempts to 

achieve social balance within the new towns. Attempts at creating new 

communities to relieve the pressure of overcrowding in London had already been 

made in the inter-war period, with the London County Council establishing 

housing estates at Dagenham and Becontree. However, these were widely 

perceived to have failed. 1° For example, Dagenham had become a predominantly 

working-class area with the majority of workers commuting out of town to their 

place of work. 11 Hence, the town was not economically self-supporting. It was 

intended that the new towns should avoid these mistakes by becoming self

contained and balanced communities. The new towns were expected to include 

members of all social classes working within the environs of the town in order to 
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both limit commuting and enrich the lives of the new town residents by providing 

greater leisure opportunities. 12 

Much less attention has been paid to the effects of the physical planning of the 

new towns upon community life. In an attempt to create a community spirit a 

number of plans and techniques were used. One of the most controversial was the 

use of the neighbourhood unit. The aims of the neighbourhood unit included the 

attempt to create a balanced and cohesive community by means of social 

engineering. It was a unit of scale which ensured that basic amenities such as 

schools and every day shopping facilities were situated within easy walking 

distance of each house. Although the neighbourhood unit alone was not intended 

to create a community it was expected by the Reith Committee to play a part in 

initiating and maintaining community spirit by stimulating a distinctive 

neighbourhood identity. Research by Willmott in Stevenage cast doubt upon the 

ability of the device to do this. 13 He claimed that although the majority of local 

residents used the neighbourhood units as a sub-area for local services they failed 

to create either a sense of identity or enhance social interaction amongst the 

occupants. 

Many of the debates contained within the literature have taken place within a 

vacuum. Important connections have not been made with the benefit of an 

historical perspective. Additionally, they have only focused on a narrow part of 

government - the new town and Ministry of Housing and Local Government 

nexus. The experiences of the new town migrants have not been fully related to 
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either the planned environment of the towns or the administrative framework 

within which they were constructed. This thesis seeks to rectify this omission by 

providing a fully integrated study examining the inter-relationship of all these 

factors. 

The thesis examines two mam areas: firstly, the consequences of social 

development policy within the British new towns and, secondly, the nature of 

social change in the new towns. 

In the area of social development policy, the study attempts to delineate and 

question the assumptions and attitudes behind the actions of the new town 

planners and developers, both the members of the Reith Committee which framed 

the New Towns Act, and the Development Corporations which were responsible 

for the towns' construction. These concepts included the application of formal 

planning techniques, such as the neighbourhood unit, intended to provoke 

community interaction, as well as planning questions such as the funding and 

provision of a wide range of social facilities including schools, leisure facilities, 

parklands and playing fields. Another factor under examination within this area is 

the role of the Social Development Officers, employees of the Development 

Corporations who were intended to assist the creation of a community within the 

new towns. 

Concurrent with the discussion of social development policy imposed onto the 

new towns is an attempt to evaluate the effects of the social changes experienced 
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by the new town dwellers, both on moving to a town and more widely. The 

discussion of social change focuses on four main areas: the effects of improved 

housing; the impact of migration upon notions of neighbourhood and community 

interaction; changes to the family, notably the working-class family, as these 

made up the considerable majority of the new households of the towns; and 

finally, the impact of changes in notions of shifting patterns of affluence and 

consumption. 14 This leads to an attempt to discover how new town communities 

were formed and includes an examination of the motives and means of the early 

migrants to the new towns as well as their reactions upon arrival. Particular 

attention is paid to the role of 'campaigning movements ' within the new towns in 

stimulating community interaction. There is also a discussion of more traditional 

forms of social intercourse such as the formation of a wide range of formal and 

informal associations and groups. 

The thesis will also include an examination of the impact of some of the wider 

aspects of social change in this period, for example the growth of working class 

affluence, the demise of the so-called extended family, and the changing hopes 

and aspirations which resulted from this. The new towns are an ideal environment 

in which to study social change. The sociologist Norman Dennis claimed that 

'housing estates represent that exaggerated result of processes that are common to 

our society' .15 This view was echoed by the geographer James H. Johnson who 

believed the 'various forms of urban development being built on "green field" 

sites are likely to give a direct expression of the behaviour of contemporary urban 

society' .16 
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This examination of the effects of social development and social change within 

the new towns will lead to a single cohesive study, which will contribute to our 

knowledge of how social life developed within the new towns. It will also assist 

in attempts to evaluate the success or otherwise of one of the major planning 

projects of the twentieth century in Britain. The study will also add to the 

understanding ofwider aspects of post-war British social and political history. 

III 

One of the most significant is the debate surrounding the nature of the Labour 

Government, under Clement Attlee, which passed the New Towns Act in 1946. 

The new towns programme contains elements of the clash between the idealism of 

'new Jerusalem' and the harsh, practical realities of government that some 

historians believe characterised this period. 17 

Aspects of the 'new J erusalemism' can be detected within the original aims of the 

new towns policy. It could be argued that some elements of the programme were 

based upon a type of ' social utopianism'. The roots of this idealism can be found 

within the original ideas of the garden city movement, which strongly supported 

the new towns programme. Other aspects of 'new Jerusalemism' came from 

within the Labour Party itself, such as the support Lewis Silkin, the Minister of 

Town and Country Planning who was responsible for the new towns programme, 

and Aneurin Bevan, the Minister of Health which included housing in its remit, 

gave to the policy of social balance; the neighbourhood unit concept; the 
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importance placed upon community buildings; and the use of officials who were 

intended to represent the views of the new town migrants to the planners. Some 

planning commentators regarded the new towns programme as having its roots as 

much in mid-nineteenth century liberalism as the post-war period. 18 

However, the thesis demonstrates that any over-ambitious policies were soon 

restricted by the practical realities of developing the new towns. There were three 

practical constraints that had a major affect upon the new town's policy: finance; 

administrative co-ordination; and the people. The need to maintain financial 

probity dominated the considerations of the Ministry of Housing and Local 

Government, particularly following the election of the Conservative Government 

in 1951. The new towns project demanded vast public expenditure in a time of 

national austerity - many important aspects of the new towns development were 

either delayed or left undone due to the tight controls on public spending. Indeed, 

Heim has suggested that it was out of character for the Treasury to agree to such 

an expensive scheme in the first place. 19 The second area was administration. The 

new towns demanded the attention of a number of Government bodies including 

the Ministry of Housing and Local Government,20 the Ministry of Education, the 

Board of Trade, the Ministry of Labour and the Treasury. The success of the new 

towns programme was reliant upon good inter-Ministry relations. However, 

attempts at integrated planning and co-operation did not always run smoothly due 

to the differing priorities of each department. For example, the Ministry of 

Housing and Local Government's main aim was to attract industry to the new 

towns. However, the Board of Trade, the body responsible for the movement of 
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industry, was more concerned with encouraging the industrial resuscitation of the 

Development Areas.21 At the local level the new towns required the participation 

of not just the Development Corporations but the borough and county authorities. 

A further constraint was the actions of the population of the first new towns. The 

new town plans had been based upon the assumptions of the planning and political 

elites. However, the new town migrants often either failed to act in the way in 

which the planners anticipated or sought to change a plan with which they 

disagreed. 

IV 

This thesis draws upon a wide range of sources, both primary and secondary 

material, published and unpublished. In the areas of social development these 

include the original new town master plans as well as the papers of the Ministry of 

Housing and Local Government held at the Public Record Office, Kew. The 

papers of the Development Corporations and local authorities which are held at 

Hertfordshire County Record Office have also been used. 

The discussion and evaluation of the social changes experienced by the population 

of the new towns is reliant upon records produced by the residents themselves. 

These include newspapers and newsletters published by the local residents' 

federations and personal memoirs. Sources such as these are indispensable to 

contemporary social history. 
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This thesis attempts to provide a comparative study of new town development and 

social change within both Hemel Hempstead and Stevenage. Although factors 

specific to each town will be highlighted, a comparative study will help to build 

up a more reliable picture of the general effects of social development and social 

change within the new towns that evolved from 1946 to 1970. Nevertheless, 

occasionally, chapters concentrate more upon one town than the other. The 

sources available and the differing experiences of each town usually dictate this . 

For example, chapter five examines community interaction in Stevenage, as there 

are a greater number of sources available. However, chapter six concentrates 

upon Hemel Hempstead as Stevenage did not experience the administrative 

changes discussed within the period covered by this thesis. Furthermore, there are 

occasional references to other new towns within this thesis. This is usually to 

discuss in greater detail a point which is pertinent to Hemel Hempstead and 

Stevenage but for which the sources do not exist. 

V 

The thesis consists of eight chapters. Chapter two, 'laying the foundations' 

examines both the general intentions of the new towns policy and the specific 

goals and omissions of the Reith reports. There is also an assessment of the role 

played by the new town Development Corporations and urban district councils in 

interpreting and implementing these aims. In addition, there is an examination of 

the objectives and results of the original master plans and an evaluation of the use 

of planning methods such as the neighbourhood units. By extension this leads to 
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an examination of related planning questions such as the situation of community 

centres and schools. 

The third chapter is entitled 'moving in'. This assesses how and why people 

migrated to the new towns. It also includes a discussion of the processes and 

means of migration such as the Industrial Selection Scheme and voluntary 

migration. The chapter will conclude with an assessment of the experience of the 

first settlers within the new towns. 

Chapter four, 'creating a community spirit from above' , is an exploration of the 

attempts to create new town communities. This involves an investigation of the 

role of the neighbourhood unit concept. There is also an assessment of the new 

town social development programmes with particular reference to the role of the 

Social Development Officers. In addition the provision of community facilities 

such as leisure centres, community buildings, parklands and playing fields is 

discussed. A natural consequence of this is an evaluation of the effects of the 

conflict between the Development Corporations and Urban District Councils over 

the responsibility for financing such facilities . 

Chapter five, 'community interaction in the new towns', exammes the 

development of community interaction and social intercourse amongst the new 

town populations. It concentrates upon the role and actions of residents' 

organisations and other social organisations. This chapter contains three main 

elements: the impact of the new town population upon the fabric of the town: for 
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example, how far the new town residents played a major part in shaping the town 

by influencing the situation and provision of facilities. The second aspect 

examines the response of the Development Corporations to the residents ' 

campaigning. The chapter discusses whether community protest and other social 

organisations led to the formation and development of wider social networks 

within the new towns. 

The sixth chapter, ' the maturing new towns' , discusses the impact of changes in 

government policy and attitudes towards the new towns in the 1960s and 1970s. 

This includes an examination of the changing administrative structure. Particular 

attention is paid to the growth of the Commission for New Towns and the decline 

of the Development Corporations. There is a discussion of the effects of these 

changes upon the Development Corporations, the Commission for New Towns 

and the district councils. This examination takes place in the light of key social 

changes, notably in this respect the maturation of the second generation, as the 

sons and daughters of original migrants came of age. This led directly to an 

increasing demand for housing. 

The seventh chapter, ' affluence, ageing and the new towns', examines the effect 

upon the new towns of three social changes which affected wider British society: 

the increase in owner-occupied housing; rising levels of car ownership; and the 

increasing age of the population. This chapter discusses the impact of these 

changes upon both the new towns ' infrastructure and their population. The 

chapter suggests that these social changes resulted in polarisation between the 
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more affluent and poorer new town residents. The mam factor behind this 

division was housing tenure and location. There will also be a discussion of the 

effects of the experiences of the mark one new towns upon later new town plans 

and activities. 

The eighth and final chapter offers the conclusions of the thesis. This involves a 

re-examination of the original aims and intentions of the master plans and an 

assessment of how and whether they were achieved. This leads to a further 

discussion of the areas of social development and social change. This final 

evaluation pays particular attention to the constraints referred to within this 

introduction: finance; administrational co-ordination; and the role of the new town 

populations. There is also a discussion of the place of the new towns within the 

wider context of post-war British history. 
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Figure one. New Towns in Britain, 1948-80. 
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Chapter Two. 

Layin&: the foundations: The New Towns Committee. 

I 

This chapter will attempt to place the British new towns within their proper 

legislative, administrative and financial context. The main sources to be 

examined in order to discover this context are the reports of the New Towns 

Committee. These were responsible for creating a financial and administrative 

framework for the British new towns. In addition the Committee also attempted 

to anticipate the nature, and thus influence the shaping, of social life within the 

new towns and suggest the principles upon which it should be planned. This will 

involve discussion of the attempts of the New Towns Committee to provide the 

administrative foundation for the new towns. The chapter will concentrate upon 

three main areas: financing the development of the towns; the co-ordination of 

their construction; and the social aims of the new towns project. In the area of 

finance it will argue that the New Towns Committee failed to clearly define 

whether the towns were to be independent, developing as they wished, or directly 

responsible to the Minister. This had a serious impact upon the co-ordination of 

the towns' construction which was the responsibility of several different 

departments: the Ministry of Housing and Local Government; the Ministry of 

Education; the local authorities; in addition to the Development Corporations 

themselves. The chapter will also introduce the social aspect of the new towns ' 

development. It will demonstrate that the Committee attempted to synthesise 

contemporary planning thought in relation to present and future social change. 

The Committee's assumptions as to how the towns should evolve socially were 
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obviously given practical expression in the towns' construction. This chapter is, 

therefore, largely concerned with intentions and subsequent developments. 

There will, furthermore, be a discussion of the way in which the Committee 

worked. The speed at which the reports were published did little to encourage 

deep consideration of the matters at hand and led to some ambiguities appearing 

in them. The efforts of the Committee were also hampered by the determination 

of central government to maintain firm control of the new towns both 

administratively and financially even to the extent of disregarding some of the 

Committee's recommendations altogether. The influence of the New Towns 

Committee upon the planning of the new town at Stevenage was limited by the 

eagerness of the Ministry of Town and Country Planning to complete the planning 

of the new town before legislation had been passed. The chapter argues that, 

despite its legislative achievements, the Committee failed to tackle serious 

problems which would hinder the towns ' development. 

II 

The provision of housing had been one of the major issues of the General Election 

of 1945. The Labour Party manifesto, Let Us Face the Future, declared that 

housing would be 'one of the greatest tests of a Government ' s real determination 

to put the nation first '. Labour was committed to establishing a housing 

programme 'with the maximum practical speed until every family in this island 

has a good standard of accommodation'. However, it would not be enough to 

simply provide housing, Labour also wished to provide 'pleasant surroundings, 
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attractive layout, efficient utility services, including the necessary transport 

facilities' within a fully planned environment. 1 Following the election, the King's 

speech proclaimed that increasing the number of homes available 'by all 

practicable means ' would be 'an urgent and vital task' of the government.2 One of 

the methods of providing such well-planned housing would be through the 

introduction of a programme ofnew towns. However, while many of the concepts 

involved such as decentralisation, layout and location had already appeared in a 

variety of publications such at the Barlow Report and the County ofLondon Plan 

the government found it necessary to appoint a committee to gather all the policy 

strands together. 

The New Towns Committee was appointed on 19th October 1945 with the 

following terms of reference: 

To consider the general questions of the establishment, 

development, organisation and administration that will arise in the 

promotion of New Towns in furtherance of a policy of planned 

decentralisation from congested urban areas; and in accordance 

therewith to suggest guiding principles on which such Towns 

should be established and developed as self-contained and 

balanced communities for working and living. 3 

The New Towns Committee was headed by Lord Reith who had previom,ly served 

in the Ministry of Works and Buildings in the wartime coalition government. The 

other positions on the Committee represented a wide range of differing interests. 

They included Monica Felton, a Member of the Town Planning Committee of 
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London County Council and later Chairman of Stevenage Development 

Corporation; Frederic Osborn, Chairman of the Town and Country Planning 

Association; W. H. Gaunt, the Chairman of Hertfordshire County Council 

Planning Committee; Percy Thomas, the President of the Royal Institute of British 

Architects; W. Morgan, the Middlesex County Engineer and J. Watson, a member 

of the Central Housing Advisory Committee within the Ministry of Health. Other 

positions on the Committee were filled by the Editor of the Observer newspaper, 

the former Accountant General of the Post Office and the Chairmen of both the 

London Brick Company and Cadbury Brothers, the chocolate manufacturers, who 

had established their own 'new town' at Bournville in the late nineteenth century. 

The Reith Committee was to work at a frenetic pace, completing its final report by 

July 1946. The Committee also produced two interim reports dealing with those 

matters which required primary attention. The First Interim Report was published 

in March 1946 and dealt mainly with the problem of deciding what type of agency 

should be used in order to administer the new towns during their construction and 

early years. 4 The Second Interim Report, published the following month, was not 

planned but was forced upon the Committee by the Government's attempts to 

push through the new town legislation ahead of schedule due to the postponement 

of the proposed Town and Country Planning Bill. 5 The report dealt with all 

matters which needed to be considered before legislation could finally be framed, 

including items such as the acquisition of land, finance, land policy and the local 

government status of the future communities. Despite the apparent haste at which 

the Committee was working the report was quick to head off any charges of lack 
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of examination of the problems, arguing that most of the matters discussed in the 

report had 'already reached an advanced stage of discussion' and that it had been a 

simple matter to concentrate attention on those matters required for the report.6 

Nevertheless, the pace at which the Government was pushing the Committee did 

attract some comment. The Economist observed that the draft of the New Towns 

Bill and the Second Interim Report had been 'running neck and neck', and that the 

latter had 'reached the tape first, but only just'. However, it approved of the haste 

claiming it was 'urgently necessary that the mechanism for decanting population 

from the congested centres should come into operation quickly, so as to prevent 

the threatened sprawl of new building solidifying into hideous new suburbs' . 7 The 

speed at which the New Towns Bill was being introduced even surprised Reith, 

who feared that it would 'contain items which should await the New Towns 

Committee's report'. In fact Reith sent Silkin 'a letter of polite protest... about 

jumping us in legislation' and pushing the Committee to report too quickly.8 

However, Reith should not have been surprised at the speed at which the 

Government was moving. The need for a rapid completion of the primary task in 

hand; deciding upon the agency to oversee the construction of the new towns, had 

already been spelled out to the newly appointed members of the Committee in a 

memorandum from the Joint Secretaries, L. F. Boden and F. H. Budden, who 

stressed: 

The Minister would be glad if the Committee could report early as 

to the agency for developing the new towns, and the Chairman 

feels that this might well be considered first and disposed of, since 
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it does not seem that any of the other issues would, to any extent, 

determine the type of agency. 9 

The memorandum also suggested that the remainder of the subjects which would 

come under the Committee' s examination could be divided under three headings: 

constitutional and financial problems; planning execution and administrative 

problems; and legislation. The memorandum put forward the idea that 

consideration of particular subjects could be devolved to sub-committees 

consisting of one or two members with a view to 'expediting the work of the 

Committee'. This would leave important policy decisions in the hands of a few 

members. For example, the responsibility for drafting paragraphs discussing the 

density of housing within neighbourhood units was left with Frederic Osborn, the 

Chairman of the Town and Country Planning Association, an organisation 

committed to the provision of low-density housing. '0 

The Committee announced what type of agency it regarded as the most 

appropriate to administer the early years of the new towns with the publication of 

its Interim Report. In the introduction to the report the Committee took the 

opportunity to portray the new towns as an attempt to solve the 'twin evils of 

slums and overcrowding... by providing new towns, wisely sited and skilfully 

planned, a proper balance between housing and industry' .11 

The choice of agency to which the New Towns Committee would entrust the 

construction and early years of the new towns would be a government sponsored 

corporation using public funds. Amongst the main options considered by the 
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Committee were: local authorities acting individually or in concert; a privately 

owned company working for commercial gain; or a government development 

corporation. 12 As the majority of the overspill new towns were to be established 

well outside the overcrowded cities, extending the control of the local authorities 

across the boundaries of county council jurisdiction was regarded as being 

unpopular. The financial and logistical commitment required for such large 

projects was also regarded as prohibitive in view of the existing commitments of 

the local authorities. Those representatives of commercial interests who gave 

evidence before the Committee were 'unanimously of the opinion that the creation 

of entirely new towns was not a suitable field for private enterprise'. This was 

due to 'the extent to which the public interest was involved, and the need for it to 

be properly safeguarded by public control'. 13 

The creation of the new towns would be certain to see many years of loss and risk 

with few profit opportunities, making them a very limited attraction for private 

commercial enterprise. Thus, a government sponsored corporation, the method 

which Reith had recommended strongly in a memorandum to his fellow members 

before the Committee had even sat for the first time, was the agency which was 

favoured. This memorandum, which was intended to be a preliminary evaluation 

of the possible forms of agency, had strongly emphasised the benefits of 

Government sponsored corporations while discussing the potential problems 

posed by the altematives. 14 The Committee's recommendation of a public 

corporation to construct the new towns was greeted with little surprise. Town and 

Country Planning commented, presumably referring to Reith's previous career as 
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Director General of the BBC, that once he was appointed Committee Chairman ' it 

was easy to guess' that a public corporation would be favoured. 15 However, 

whatever Reith's personal preferences, it does not appear that the decision was his 

to make. In September 1945, he confided to his diary that a conversation with a 

member of the Ministry of Town and Country Planning had revealed that 'they 

had already decided upon the public corporation style of agency - thereby jumping 

the Committee's recommendation'. Reith does not appear to have protested too 

greatly although he believed it to be 'weird and all wrong' .16 The Ministry's 

interference in this decision was virtually admitted by Lewis Silkin. In an article 

in The Listener he wrote: 'I considered whether the new towns should be run by 

our municipalities. I decided not' .17 

The Development Corporations usually consisted of a chairman, a deputy 

chairman and seven ordinary members; all appointed on a biennial basis. 

Appointments to the Development Corporations were usually intended to reflect 

the interests of planning bodies, the local authorities in both the 'reception ' and 

'exporting' areas and business. The Government was also keen to ensure that 

there was a woman on each Corporation. 18 In Hemel Hempstead the first 

Development Corporation consisted of Lord Reith; R. H. Wilson, Controller of 

the British Transport Commission; Horace Dive of Hemel Hempstead Borough 

Council; C. T. Higgins of Acton Borough Council; James E. MacColl, the Mayor 

of Paddington; W. H. Ryde, an Alderman of Willesden Borough Council; Henry 

Wells, a chartered surveyor and T. H. Simmons, the Chairman of the Planning 

Committee of Hertfordshire County Council. 19 In 1948, the Stevenage 
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Development Corporation was chaired by Charles Jenkinson, an Alderman of 

Leeds City Council. The Corporation Board was completed by John Corina, a 

Director of the Royal Arsenal Co-operative Society; Hinley Atkinson, a former 

officer at Labour Party headquarters; W. J. Grimshaw, Mayor of Wood Green 

Borough Council; Philip Ireton, a member of Stevenage Urban District Council 

and Hertfordshire County Council' Elizabeth McAllister, the editor of Town and 

Country Planning and Campbell Allen, a former Director of building and financial 

operations for the John Lewis Partnership.20 

The appointment of the Development Corporation boards was the responsibility of 

the Minister of Town and County Planning. However, it appears that Clement 

Attlee, the Prime Minister, and Herbert Morrison, the Lord President of the 

Council, retained the right of veto over appointments. In 1949 the Minister of 

Town and County Planning suggested Thomas Balogh, a Fellow of Baliol 

College, for membership of the Bracknell Development Corporation.21 However, 

the appointment was blocked by the Office of the Prime Minister who felt that 

'although Dr. Balogh is a man of high intellectual qualities, he has often shown 

deplorable judgement, his views are extreme and he is generally regarded as 

somewhat unreliable' .22 As appointments to the Development Corporations were 

controlled by central government they were carefully considered to ensure that 

Labour did not leave itself to open to charges of 'cronyism' . Indeed, in October 

1948, Morrison expressed concern that there were such a large number of 

'Labour' appointments to the Development Corporations. The Ministry of Town 

and Country Planning sought to reassure him, observing that as the majority of the 
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exporting boroughs were Labour controlled the appointments reflected this. 23 The 

difficulty of ensuring an adequate political balance was revealed in a complaint to 

the General Secretary of the Labour Party, Morgan Phillips, from a local Labour 

group that 'all important Government appointments appear to be of people 

belonging to the old regime who in many cases have been active in resisting the 

progressive march of public activity'. 24 Taking both criticisms together led the 

Ministry of Town and Country Planning to conclude that the Development 

Corporations had a 'good Labour representation, but. .. not an excessive one' .25 

Nevertheless, a more serious charge came from Philip Ireton, a member of 

Stevenage Development Corporation. He alleged that the appointment of John 

Corina as the deputy chairman of Stevenage Development Corporation was 

motivated by Silkin's political ambition. Silkin was due to lose his seat in a 

reorganisation of electoral boundaries and sought to win the nomination for 

Deptford where Corina was head of the constituency Labour Party. However, it 

should be noted that Ireton himself expected to be appointed as deputy chairman. 26 

It was intended that the corporations would be independent local bodies free from 

Government interference. However, this relationship was lacking clear definition 

from the beginning. The ommittee hoped that a corporation would ' be invested 

with sufficient powers to enable it to carry out its task free from the administrative 

control and consequent interference which are necessarily associated with full and 

direct government responsibility' .27 Nevertheless, it understood that the 

appropriate minister 'should have the power to give such directions as he may 

from time to time consider necessary in the public interest in any major policy.28 
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This view was reinforced by Frederic Osborn, a member of the Committee. He 

observed: 'the Committee lays great stress on freedom of action'. 29 Osborn stated 

that the Committee was equally aware of 'the danger of red tape and stereotyped 

procedure in governmental machinery, as of the danger of anti-social exploitation 

in a commercial monopoly. '30 

However, the Committee remained unclear as to where freedom of action ended 

and public interest began. Despite this lack of precision the Interim Report 

insisted that 'the corporation must have freedom of action comparable with that of 

a commercial undertaking'? The main obstacle to this independence would be 

finance. The corporations were to make use of public money and, particularly in 

view of the austerity of the immediate post-war years, the Treasury would be keen 

to ensure that spending would be kept under the tightest possible control. 

The Second Interim Report elaborated further on the subject of finance: 

The basis for finance which we advocate is ... that all finance be 

found by the State by way ofloan... that there should be no 

payment of interest until the town is sufficiently self-supporting to 

meet it. 32 

However, the Committee remained ambiguous over how much financial 

independence the corporations should have, declaring first that 'it is most 

important that the financial aut~nomy... of the corporation be assured, and that 

development shall not be delayed or restricted by discussions of policy arising 

over applications for public advances'. It then added that 'all advances to the 
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corporation should be subject to the approval of the appropriate minister'. 33 These 

two ideals were imprecisely defined, as no further guidance on the subject was 

offered, and would not work in practice. This tension was to reappear regularly 

throughout the history of the new towns programme. 

The financial autonomy of the new town Development Corporations was to be 

further impaired by the New Towns Act which declared: 

It shall be a condition of the making of advances to the 

development corporation.. . that the proposal for development 

submitted to the Minister.. shall be approved by the Minister with 

the concurrence of the Treasury as being likely to secure for the 

corporation an annual return which is reasonable.34 

Thus all finance for new town development would, eventually, be expected to 

secure a profit. While it could be argued that this was a perfectly adequate 

safeguard to ensure that there was no wastage of public money, it was to severely 

hamper new town development. Many of the projects undertaken would be 

unable to see a return for many years if at all. This policy was criticised by the 

first General Manager of Stevenage Development Corporation, Alan Duff. It left 

the Ministry firmly in charge of all development within the new towns as it could 

grant or withhold funding as deemed appropriate. This policy not only led to a 

loss of financial independence but also inevitable delays as Development 

Corporation decisions had to await Ministerial approval. As Duff observed, this 

was 'more rigid control than the Reith Committee had ever contemplated'.35 
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The tight ministerial controls inflicted upon the new towns also affected the work 

of the Hemel Hempstead Development Corporation, and led it to compare the 

Committee's recommendations with the actions of the Minister: 

The New Towns Committee recommended that the development 

agency should become the owner of the site. .. and control. .. 

development through its powers as a landlord... The Corporation 

submitted to the Minister... its provisional conclusions for a.. . 

policy of land acquisition. Owing to the economic crisis this 

policy has not been approved.36 

The Development Corporation was left to conclude that 'under the New Towns 

Act.. . Development Corporations must obtain the Minister's consent for almost 

every significant action'. 37 

The New Towns Act attempted to lessen the financial pressure placed upon the 

existing local authorities responsible for the areas in which new towns were to be 

established. Traditionally, and legally, it would be the local authorities' 

responsibility to fund items such as public playing fields and school buildings. 

Clause 11 of the New Towns Act allowed that the Development Corporations 

could, subject to ministerial approval, contribute towards such projects.38 This 

caused delays during construction as local authorities attempted to obtain financial 

relief from the Development Corporations via the Ministry. Financial pressure 

was to become even more acute during the introduction of tighter controls on 

public funds in the post-war period. 
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An example of these financial and administrative difficulties can be seen during 

the disagreements, over responsibility for funding the extension of the King 

George V Playing Fields, between Stevenage Urban District Council (SUDC) and 

Stevenage Development Corporation. Previously, public grants covering up to 70 

per cent of costs had been available. However, these funds had been frozen by the 

Government. Thus, in July 1952, the Council asked the Development Corporation 

for a contribution under section 11 of the New Towns Act. The Development 

Corporation did not consider it to be their responsibility to replace grants which 

had, at other times, been forthcoming from other bodies, such as the Ministry of 

Education. However, the Corporation did send a letter to the Ministry of Housing 

and Local Government pointing out the Council's difficulties and 'emphasising 

the necessity to provide adequate recreational facilities as a matter of urgency' .39 

The reply from the Ministry said that a further meeting would be held with the 

Minister of Education, and that, if there was still no chance of the finance being 

found, then the Development Corporation should consider some temporary means 

of bridging the gap.40 By November the Ministry of Housing and Local 

Government gave the Development Corporation authority to contribute £ 1, 400 to 

the estimated total cost of£ 2, 000. The Corporation replied that it was wrong in 

principle for it to contribute to make up for the failures of others. The Ministry 

replied that policy discussions were ongoing and that as no other solution was, 

possible, it would be an ad hoe decision. The response of the Development 

Corporation was to send another letter of protest to the Minister.41 The Ministry 

attempted to reassure the Corporation that the considerations which they had 

expressed were not being overlooked but emphasised that no alternative funding 
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was available. In the light of this reply the Development Corporation agreed to 

contribute the £ 1, 400 to the SUDC but, unwilling to concede the principle of 

liability, the letter sent to the council deliberately made no reference to section 11 

of the New Towns Act.42 

The responsibility of the existing local authority for the provision of public 

buildings and services within areas under the authority of the new town 

Development Corporations caused difficulties during the planning stage of the 

new towns as local authorities were often unwilling to commit themselves in 

advance. A letter from John Newsom, the Hertfordshire County Education 

Officer, to William Hart of Hemel Hempstead Development Corporation 

discussing the town's master plan lamented: 'What a pity it is that our planning 

masters will not descend from Olympus occasionally and live in the world as it 

is'. He felt that it was 'clearly going to be many years before the ... new town is 

completed, and for a Local Education Authority to commit themselves to 

particular types of Education 10 or 15 years in advance is clearly fantastic'. In the 

light of this he had: 

no objection to school sites being put wherever you like to put 

them and whatever size you like to put them, provided that it is 

understood that this is simply in order to satisfy the planners and in 

no sense commits the Education Authority either to the actual site 

or to the type of school that is going to be put on it.
43 

Hart's response was to warn Newsom that 'once the plan has been approved' it 

would 'not be easy to make radical alterations and.. . we could not guarantee that 
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other land could be made available later' .44 Relations between the existing local 

authorities, and the interlopers from the new town Development Corporations 

attempting to secure extra finance from already over-stretched budgets for public 

buildings within the new town, were often fractious. 

In an attempt to ensure that the actions of the Development Corporations would be 

co-ordinated centrally, the Interim Report of the New Towns Committee 

suggested that a Central Advisory Commission for the new towns should be 

established in order to advise not only the Minister of Town and Country Planning 

but also the Corporations themselves. The Commission would attempt to ensure 

uniformity of practice and receive the annual reports of each Corporation. 

However, it was not intended that the exercise of the functions of the Central 

Advisory Commission should 'otherwise infringe the executive responsibility and 

freedom of action' of either the Ministry or tl).e Development Corporations.45 

The concept of an advisory committee was elaborated upon further in the Final 

Report of the Committee. It was stressed that it needed to be a body independent 

of central government control: 

We considered whether these ends could be served by. . . the 

ministries involved or by a standing conference of the chairmen of 

the several corporations, or by a combination of both. We 
.,. 

concluded they could not. .. If.. . it is the intention... that the 

corporations, while subject to ministerial direction in major policy, 
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should otherwise have freedom of executive action, a body such as 

we suggest... seems an essential part of the general organisation. 46 

However, the Central Advisory Commission would not appear in the eventual 

New Towns Act. Alan Duff, the General Manager of Stevenage Development 

Corporation, criticised this omission in his Britain's New Towns, claiming that it 

was an 'immense handicap to the new towns'. The Development Corporations 

lacked a central forum where they could discuss internal policy matters such as the 

remuneration of staff, a problem which was to provoke eight years of internal 

wrangling before a uniform, national scale was adopted. The lack of a Central 

Advisory Commission also impaired the discussion of common technical and 

planning problems.47 

The decision of the Ministry of Town and Country Planning to retain tight overall 

control of the new.towns would also place it in a potentially untenable position as 

it was now responsible for ensuring the implementation of good planning practice 

as well as overseeing the construction of the new towns. This position would be 

sorely tested by the critical report following the public inquiry into the Hemel 

Hempstead Master Plan held in 1949. The report concluded that the master plan 

'contains a number of serious defects' and concluded 'it would seem desirable to 

subject the plan to a fresh analytical examination' .48 The Ministry was placed in a 

quandary: while the defects of the plan and the inquiry report commanded 

attention and a public response, it would not do to damage public confidence in 

the new town. Dobbie, a member of the New Towns Department within the 

Ministry of Town and Country Planning, attempted to come to a solution 
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following discussions with Hart, the General Manager of Hemel Hempstead 

Development Corporation: 

We agreed on the following course.. . the Corporation would 

receive two letters; the first would be an official letter. .. This .. 

would, of course, reach the public... The Corporation would also 

receive a second letter; this would be semi-official written with the 

Minister's authority but addressed by me to the General Manager 

and would deal with all comments on the Plan... not dealt with in 

the original letter. 49 

This duplicity helped the Ministry to escape from the conundrum of having to 

appear to act in the interests of good planning practice without damaging public 

faith in the new towns. 

III 

The main social aims of the new towns had been summarised in the Interim 

Report: 

One of their primary purposes is to provide for the overspill of 

industry and population as the congested areas of our great cities 

are cleared and rebuilt at lower densities; another is to regroup 

persons from areas of diminishing population and from small 

scattered communities, whose major industry is declining, and to 

re-house them, not merely with greater amenities, but in proper 

relation to newly established industries.50 
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The new towns were committed to drawing their populations from previously 

overcrowded cities and re-housing them at much lower densities. They would be 

relocated within towns which had both an industrial balance, which ensured the 

economic security of a town, and a wide choice of social amenities. 

The Second Interim Report elaborated further upon the means by which the new 

towns could be become 'self contained and balanced' economically. This was 

defined as ensuring that the incoming population had sufficient breadth of 

employment opportunities to preclude commuting outside the town, preventing 

the new towns from either becoming dormitories or having an unemployment 

problem. This was essential to the goal of self-containment, an integral part of 

new towns' policy. 51 To this end it would be necessary to firstly 'as soon as 

possible provide employment on the spot for all or a large proportion of their 

occupied population' . However this alone would not be sufficient: 'variety of 

employment as between industrial and other occupations is necessary to secure a 

social balance; a variety of types of industry is desirable for many reasons, though 

there will be special cases where a single industry will predominate' .52 

The report then attempted to proscribe how the new towns would develop an 

industrial base: 'A firm willing to transfer to a new town, and to take the majority 

of its staff and workers with it, is the simplest case to deal with' . Nevertheless, 

the Committee admitted that ' this case, however, is unlikely to be the usual one' . 

Thus the Committee emphasised the need for contingency plans: 
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There will be cases where substantial movements of people have to 

be re-housed in advance of the possibility of full provision of 

employment for them... When the need for housing outpaces the 

transfer of industry, special arrangement must be made for 

transport between the new town and the present places of 

employment. This would be a regrettable necessity since it makes 

the new town to some extent a dormitory for the time being. .. A 

semi-dormitory which gradually becomes self-contained is better 

than a suburb which is dormitory for all time. 53 

What the report suggested was potentially disastrous. If a large resource of 

potential workers were residing within a new town then the report suggested that 

employers would be attracted to it. However, the report failed to offer alternative 

means of attracting industry if this was not sufficient encouragement. In response 

to this it appears that the new town Development Corporations simply chose to 

attract industry first and then population according to need, a policy which would 

be formally acknowledged by the introduction of the Industrial Selection Scheme 

by the Ministry of Housing and Local Government in 1953.54 

It was also acknowledged that not all of the potential workforce, particularly those 

with specific skills, would be available in the overcrowded areas from which the 

new towns were supposed to be attracting their populations. 55 The need to attract 

skilled workers from outside the designated migratory areas would leave a 

loophole which could be exploited by industry to attract workers from wherever 

they wished. 
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The Final Report of the New Towns Committee attempted to deal with the 

'complex problem of founding the social structure of a new town and fostering its 

corporate life' .56 One of the major areas given attention within this report was a 

discussion of the planning principles which should govern the construction of a 

new town, with particular attention being paid to the proposed social structure. 

The Committee returned to its original terms of reference, stating that while the 

meaning of 'self-contained' was evident, the concept of a 'balanced community' 

was in need of greater definition. The Report saw the question of 'balance' as one 

of social class arguing that 'if the community is to be truly balanced, so long as 

social classes exist, all must be represented in it'. It observed that 'in all existing 

communities there is a tendency towards segregation by income group'. It 

the_refore suggested: 

If a socially homogenous community is to be created, a conscious 

and sustained policy to that end will be needed on the part of the 

agency itself, and of the leaders of local industry and commerce 

and of social activity. It will not be enough merely to attract a 

representative cross-section of the population, to locate skilfully 

the sites for houses of all classes in the various neighbourhoods, 

and to provide at the earliest stage suitable buildings for various 

amenities'. 

The Committee believed that 'this issue is vital to the success of these new 

communities; that what is achieved here may have an affect far beyond the field of 
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its immediate application, and that there is need for much more thought and study 

on this subject. ' 57 

The concept of a 'social-balance' was not a new one, as it had previously been 

examined by the Ministry of Health Report Design of Dwellings, chaired by the 

Earl of Dudley in 1944.58 The Dudley Report pinpointed the major failing of 

housing during the inter-war period as the growth of single class housing estates 

and exceeded its terms of reference in order to 'suggest means for the erection of 

complete communities rather than the development of purely residential estates 

for a single social class' . 59 It was hoped that, once the differing social classes had 

intermingled, any differences between them would disappear. 

The Dudley Report regarded the neighbourhood unit as the means by which to 

acrueve trus coming together of the classes. It was hypothesised that the creation 

of larger and larger towns had led to the break up of community life and that 'for 

the social well-being of the large town. .. it is necessary to work out some 

organisation of physical form which will aid ... the full development of community 

life and enable a proper measure of social amenities'. The Dudley Report argued 

that 'the idea of the 'neighbourhood unit' arises out of an acknowledgement of the 

necessity of doing trus and offers the means of doing it'. 60 

The neighbourhood unit ideal was based upon the ideas of the American town 

planner, Clarence Perry. He attempted to create a residential area possessing 

distinct local characteristics to meet the needs of family life by providing localised 
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essential services such as schools, shopping facilities and community centres 

without supplanting the town centre. 61 It was hoped that the neighbourhood unit 

would help to reinvigorate community life at local level. 

The neighbourhood unit had become established in contemporary British planning 

practice via its inclusion in Forshaw and Abercrombie's County of London Plan 

which had been started while Reith was at the war-time Ministry of Works. 62 The 

Dudley Report attempted to combine the goals of maintaining a social balance and 

the physical convenience of the neighbourhood units by recommending that units 

of 10, 000 people be 'inhabited by families belonging to different ranges of 

income groups, or at least not so unbalanced as to be restricted to dwellings and 

families of one type or income level only.' The Report claimed that this could be 

achieved by 'the grouping of the various types of dwellings in such a way that 

they satisfy the desires of the various social groups .. . and yet at the same time are 

part of the neighbourhood' .63 The Final Report of the New Towns Committee 

followed this emerging trend and firmly enshrined the concept of the 

neighbourhood unit within new town planning. It suggested that the principal 

roads within the town and other topographical features: 'tend to group the 

residential areas of the town into more or less clearly defined parts or 

neighbourhoods': 

Convenient placing of primary schools, minor groups of shops, 

churches, refreshment houses, meeting places, and other public 

buildings, may also, as nuclei, have the same effect. The 

neighbourhood is therefore a natural and useful conception... 
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Neither an ideal size for a neighbourhood nor a general pattern of 

neighbourhood development can be prescribed. For the support of 

a good minor shopping centre, and for primary education, 

something of the order of 10, 000 is considered convenient but 

there can be wide variations. 64 

There is little evidence of any discussion of the neighbourhood unit or its 

alternatives by the New Towns Committee. From the beginning, it appears that 

the Committee regarded the neighbourhood unit as the most appropriate and only 

satisfactory measure for new town planning.65 

The Final Report made recommendations as to the social amenities within the 

town, including the provision and situation of schools in the neighbourhood units 

and of the hospitals for the towns. But direct attempts to stimulate community 

growth from the outset of the new town can be seen in the attempt to provide 

sufficient local social facilities before the town was completed. The Report noted: 

At the very beginning it is essential to provide a building 

containing several rooms, capable of being used for a variety of 

purposes. This should include at least one large room for social 

gatherings, dances, concerts, plays, church services, temporary 

schools, political meetings, and possibly for cinema shows. There 

should also be several smaller rooms for meetings of committees 

and societies. The building should be so placed and constructed 

that it would remain useful for a number of years; indeed, if the 
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right situation can be found for it at the beginning it might be 

permanent, though its multiple use would be temporary. 66 

Responsibility for the provision of community centres remained with local county 

councils. However, they were often either unwilling or unable to assist. In 1953 

the General Manager of Stevenage Development Corporation wrote to 

Hertfordshire County Council requesting information on the arrangements being 

made by the council for the provision of permanent community facilities in the 

new town. 67 Due to the economic situation the Council was unable to find funds 

for community centres. This pattern was repeated throughout the country and the 

Ministry of Housing and Local Government felt compelled to issue a circular. 

Despite recognising the importance of community buildings within the new towns 

the Ministry ruled that the provisions introduced should not be more than ' the 

minimum necessary to provide for the essential interests of the new population '. 

The Ministry stressed that it was 'essential that all the proposals for community 

buildings should be economically planned, and should not be made until a 

substantial number of the population that will make use of the buildings have been 

housed in the area concemed'.68 The response of Stevenage Development 

Corporation was to 'express concern at the suggestion that provision for 

community buildings should not be made until after the arrival of the bulk of the 

population'.69 Despite the attempts of the Development Corporation to meet the 

need for community centres temporarily by providing suitable buildings rent free, 

the Reith Committee's attempts to stimulate community growth via the early 

introduction of community centres was strangled by the national economic crisis. 70 
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The Final Report also suggested the way in which the towns should develop a 

cultural life. It called for: 

a theatre seating 1, 000 to 1, 500 for regular performances by a 

local repertory company, or visiting professional companies; and 

probably a smaller theatre for 400 to 600, used predominantly by 

amateur dramatic and operatic societies. A good concert hall, and 

an art gallery for permanent and temporary exhibitions will also be 

needed. 

The planning and location of these buildings was also important. The Committee 

argued: 

The principal cultural and entertainment buildings should 

preferably be sited in the main town centre, though not necessarily 

in a single group. They should be near, but not mixed up with, the 

shopping centre, and if possible close to the station and central bus 

stop. 71 

The subsequent failure to provide sufficient cultural and entertainment centres 

within the towns were blamed by the new town authorities upon the low level of 

public funding. In 1954 Stevenage Development Corporation wished to build a 

swimming pool, restaurant and dance hall within the town centre. However, 

informal discussion with Ministry officials revealed no likelihood of public 

funding. Thus the Corporation was left attempting to persuade private developers 
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of the benefits of opening entertainment and cultural facilities within the new 

town.72 

The new towns were intended to be green towns, a dramatic change from the 

urban overcrowding of London. To this end the Committee was careful to 

recommend sufficient open space for recreation with a wide variety of parks, 

public gardens and playing fields stating that their 'value for health appearance 

and common pleasure is obvious' .73 The provision of a more rural setting for the 

towns was regarded as redressing a major omission in British planning. Lewis 

Mumford, the American town planner, suggested that 'even the most cockney of 

Englishmen still has his roots in the country; because at heart he feels alien and 

uprooted in the dreary towns'. 74 The lawns placed at the centre of groups of 

houses within the new towns were also expected to increase social interaction. 

The architect Clough Williams-Ellis, the first Chairman of Stevenage 

Development Corporation, anticipated: ' thirty or forty houses round a lawn, and 

no traffic, and all the children lying in their prams or playing about all safe in the 

middle, the mothers taking it in turn to watch out, whilst the rest get on with their 

house-keeping or just go out. ' 75 
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Figure two. Stevenage - outline plan. 
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IV 

Despite the fact that the Final Report of the New Towns Committee was intended 

to form the backbone for the planning of the new towns it had, in fact, little new to 

offer. It drew heavily on the new contemporary planning orthodoxy which had 

been confirmed by the Dudley Report and the County of London Plan. There was 

no evidence of any serious discussion of the validity of the concepts of social 

balance and neighbourhood units, and these were merely accepted as the way 

forward. 

The reports of the New Towns Committee were intended to form the basis for the 

new towns; in actual fact, this was not the case. The Ministry of Town and 

Country Planning was so anxious to ensure that no time was wasted in beginning 

construction at Stevenage that the town's master plan was begun even before the 

Reith Committee had sat for the first time, although it was not published until 

1949.76 The Interim Report had closed with a specific reference to the new town 

at Stevenage, proposed by the 1944 Greater London Plan, which the Committee 

had been informed was 'a matter of urgency'. The Committee recommended that 

work upon Stevenage should commence before the legislation had been passed via 

a special agreement with Hertfordshire County Council.77 

It appears that the New Towns Committee was to have little direct impact upon 

the Stevenage Plan, despite the fact that the sub-committee responsible for 

examining Planning, Execution and Administrative Problems expressed a desire to 

'keep in touch with work in progress'. 78 Meetings did take place between the 
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planner, Gordon Stephenson, of the Planning Technique Division of the Ministry, 

and the members of the sub-committee but it appears that they were no more than 

a report-back from Stephenson with little or no positive input from the committee 

members. 79 It had been expected by the Corporation that Stephenson would 

oversee the construction of Stevenage as its Chief Planner, but in fact Clifford 

Holliday was to take up the post as Stephenson left the civil service to take up the 

post of Lever Professor of Town Planning at the University of Liverpool. 

Holliday saw fit to modify some sections of the plan yet he refrained from drastic 

alterations. 80 While both the 194 7 and 1949 versions of the Hemel Hempstead 

Master Plans make reference to the reports of the New Towns Committee, the 

plan for Stevenage made none. However, it referred to similar ideas and concepts 

to those covered in the New Towns Reports, introducing a separate industrial area 

and dividing residential areas into neighbourhood units containing an average 

population of 10, 000 people, with shopping sub-centres to meet everyday needs. 

The Stevenage plan dictated that the neighbourhoods were to contain a mixture of 

all classes of housing and be sub-divided into smaller units such as cul-de-sacs in 

order to encourage social interaction. 81 The influence of this 'pioneer' plan was 

acknowledged by Geoffrey Jellicoe in his 1947 Master Plan for Herne! 

Hempstead.82 

As noted, the Herne! Hempstead Master Plans made much more direct reference to 

the reports of the New Towns Committee (undoubtedly the fact that Reith was the 

Chairman of the Herne! Hempstead Development Corporation played a part in 
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Figure three, Hemel Hempstead - outline plan. 
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this) commencing with a quotation from the final report defining the actions of a 

town planning consultant. Jellicoe's 1947 plan also made reference to the 

neighbourhoods and the need to include all income groups within them but there 

was no serious examination of the Committee' s proposals.83 

It was not until the completion of the 1949 Herne! Hempstead Master Plan that the 

Reports of the Reith Committee exerted an overt influence upon planning within 

the new town. In addition to continuing the commitment to the ideal of a balanced 

society, the plan took the figures quoted within the reports both as a guide for both 

population density and the amount of open space to be allocated within the new 

town. 84 

However, it is possible to question the extent to which the influence of the New 

Towns Committee, upon the development of the towns was based upon wide

ranging discussion and investigation of the issues involved. A preliminary 

briefing from Reith to the other members of the New Towns Committee before 

the first meeting appears to have pre-empted much that appears within the 

subsequent reports. This is despite Reith's claim to be 'anxious that it should be 

made clear. ..that it must not be intended to orientate the Committee in any of its 

decisions' . He continued: 'If in places it recommends, or appears to recommend, 

a definite course of action this is for purposes of argument' .85 

However, it is interesting to compare how much of this 'preliminary appreciation ' 

was agreed to by the Committee at a later date, for example, with the notes on the 
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preparation of an outline plan for a new town. Reith's preliminary notes argued 

that the plan should be dealt with under six main headings: the alignment of main 

roads; zoning; sewerage and drainage; railway facilities; and services and 

amenities.86 Sub-committee two of the New Towns Committee, established in 

order to examine 'planning, execution and administrative problems' , when 

attempting to define both the contents of an outline plan and how it should be 

executed, replicated the contents of this preliminary document almost exactly. 87 

While the Reith Committee did much to ease the passage of the new town 

legislation its task was impaired from its inception by the haste at which it had to 

work. This led to many matters being considered away from the main committee 

and in the hands of individuals who already had strong opinions upon a variety of 

matters. It is possible that in some matters, such as how to attract a population 

and industrial base, the misinterpretations of the Committee could have been 

avoided if more time to consider the issues had been available. 

The effectiveness of the Committee was also hampered by the determination of 

central Government to retain firm control of the new towns. The lack of a Central 

Advisory Commission and true financial autonomy would firmly entangle the 

local projects and policies of individual new towns with those of national policy. 

The new town Development Corporations would not be able to function as 

independent bodies separate from Government interference either directly through 

policy change or indirectly via the control of finance. The Ministry's eagerness to 

maintain tight control of new town finance, particularly in view of the national 
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economic situation, 1s understandable as are the new town Development 

Corporations' calls for freedom from interference. However, the New Towns 

Committee failed to dissolve this tension, appearing to favour both policies 

without defining where Ministerial control should begin or end. This constraint 

would re-emerge throughout the new towns programme, causing numerous delays 

and disappointments for the Corporations. 

V 

With regard to plarming principles the New Towns Committee suggested little that 

was new. On the publication of the Committee's Final Report The Times noted: 

'With the principal exception of a most valuable review of the social, cultural and 

recreational facilities required in a new town, much of the advice offered primarily 

for the benefit of the new town corporations is not notably original'.88 To some 

extent this is understandable, as is revealed by a letter from Frederic Osborn to 

Budden when discussing the ideal size of a new town: 

There are, as you know, masses ofresearch and theoretical writings 

on this subject. I have avoided reference to these, because if we 

start from scratch we shan ' t get anywhere in years. I think it is best 

to start from the general conclusions of the Abercrombie Plan with 

only such deviations as seem almost forced upon us by practical 

considerations. 89 

The area of town size was just one instance where the Committee offered little 

that was new, preferring instead to rely upon Abercrombie's fuller conclusions in 
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the County ofLondon Plan. The New Towns Committee was heavily influenced 

by the new planning theories such as neighbourhood units which had been 

officially adopted by the Dudley and Abercrombie Reports while Reith was at the 

Ministry of Works. It is significant that the New Towns Committee had so little 

input upon the master plan of the new town at Stevenage. That plan was being 

prepared before the Committee had even issued its Final Report, although the end 

result showed few substantive differences from the Herne! Hempstead master 

plan. Nevertheless, Town and Country Planning was right to greet the 

Committee's reports as 'a symbol of a great forward step to positive planning' . 

The reports synthesised contemporary planning thoughts and ideas and sought to 

implement them in practical terms. Town and Country Planning observed that 

whereas the Barlow report had recommended the creation of new towns it was 

these reports which would 'show how new towns should be created'.90 The 

introduction of the New Towns Bill was regarded by The Economist as a 'first, not 

a last, instalment in implementing the general policy outlined in the Barlow, 

Uthwatt and Scott reports'. 9 1 

However, the major result of the reports of the New Towns Committee and the 

New Towns Act was to leave the individual rights of the new town Development 

Corporations severely hampered both financially and administratively. According 

to Lewis Silkin, the Minister of Town and Country Planning who introduced the 

Act, it was intended that the new towns would be 'an entirely new venture'. 

Silkin was prepared to be adventurous: 'You can never experiment unless you are 

prepared to be wrong, and I hope these people will be big enough to make 
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mistakes and that the Minister who is in charge of the operations will be prepared 

to be understanding about any possible mistakes there might be. 92 However, this 

spirit of adventure did not go too far; Hugh Dalton, Silkin' s successor, was later 

reported as saying that he did not hold with 'experiments in freedom' .93 The new 

towns would be created for the people, not by them. The New Towns Committee 

had recommended that 'there should be full latitude for variety and experiment' .94 

The limitations placed upon the Development Corporations by central 

government, coupled with the early post-war economic situation, made it 

extremely unlikely that they would be able to experiment to any great lengths. 

The reports of the New Towns Committee provided the theoretical basis for the 

town's development. However, it remained. to be seen how the towns would 

actually develop in practice. The next chapter begins to examine their 

development with a discussion of the process and reality of migration to the first 

new towns. 
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Chapter Three. 

Movin2 in: Mi2ration to the First British New Towns. 

I 

This chapter discusses planned migration to the new towns and the experiences of 

the people who moved to them. This includes an examination of the 

Government's decentralisation policies which sought to move both population and 

industry to the new towns. The chapter will argue that the Government's new 

town migration policies often excluded the very people they were intended to 

attract. However, despite this failing, large numbers of people did move to the 

new towns, albeit not in the way which the Government anticipated. 

II 

The reports of the New Towns Committee attempted to build upon the work of the 

Barlow report on the Distribution of the Industrial Population, and the town 

planner Patrick Abercrombie's wartime Greater London Plan. These proposed 

that some of the new towns should ease the pressure on London created by the 

increasing concentration of population and industry. It was intended that the 

creation of these new towns would share out economic and population benefits 

with the remainder of south-east England by a process of planned decentralisation. 

The Barlow report encouraged the decentralisation policy by accepting the views 

of the London County Council that 'Greater London is already larger than 
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desirable' .1 Amongst the solutions offered by Barlow was that there should be 

'decentralisation and dispersal of both industries and industrial population' from 

congested areas' .2 The Reith Committee declared that to provide for the overspill 

population was the 'first purpose' of the London new towns. 3 

One problem which had dominated London planning policy was the continued 

segregation of housing and industry, causing long commuting times across the 

capital, and severe financial penalties on those who bought workmen's tickets and 

season tickets. 4 The Barlow report also emphasised the social effects of long 

hours commuting to work: 'Travelling thus... can hardly fail to have adverse 

effects on health and to result on fatigue, loss of energy and sacrifice of leisure 

time'. 5 In 1944, Kate Leipmann, a sociologist, argued that consideration of the 

journey to work should 'form an integral part of any scheme of physical 

reconstruction as a means of combining freedom with planning' .6 

The terms of reference of the New Towns Committee charged it with creating the 

guiding principles for establishing the new towns as 'self contained and balanced 

communities for working and living'. 7 The first principle was that of self

containment. The failings of housing estates created in the 1930s, such as 

Dagenham and Becontree, had been noted by the Committee. While these towns 

had drawn the overspill population away from the capital they had not attracted 

sufficient industry to end the long journey of commuters into, and often across, 

London. In addition to drawing off London's surplus population, it was also 

intended that the new towns would attract sufficient industry to ensure that long 
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Journeys from home to workplace would become a thing of the past. The 

Committee declared that 'Men must live near their work'. 8 It was hoped that, in 

line with the Barlow report's conclusions, the reduction of commuting time would 

create a better quality of life which would leave workers free to enjoy increased 

leisure time. 

The concept of balanced communities contained three different strands. Firstly, 

there was to be a balance of the population in each town, with the employment 

opportunities within it. This was to ensure that the new towns had as close to 100 

per cent employment as possible. Second, the range of employment was to be 

balanced so that the future of the new towns would not be dependent upon the 

success or failure of one major employer or sector. More controversially, the New 

Towns Committee argued that a balance of all social classes was required within 

the new towns in order to avoid the problems of towns such as Dagenham, which 

were dominated solely by the working class.9 The Committee argued that this 

could be achieved initially by the skilful location of different types of housing 

within the same neighbourhoods but concluded lamely that 'there is need for 

much more thought and study on this subject' . '0 

The insistence upon the policies of self-containment and a balance of population 

and industry was to have a major effect on migration to the new towns. The 

Development Corporations, the bodies responsible for the towns' construction, 

faced two large obstacles if they were to decant population and industry away 

from London in line with these aims. 11 Firstly, in order to ensure full employment 
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all migrants coming into the new town had to be employed full time. Second, the 

policy of self-containment demanded that migrants must have employment with a 

firm moving into the new town. 12 If a migrant was not able to meet these 

conditions he would not be allocated a house within a new town. 

However, the New Towns Committee was unsure as to exactly how a balance of 

industry and population would be attracted into the new towns. The most 

straightforward case to deal with would be a factory which wished to move all of 

its workers from London into a new town. However, this would not always be 

possible, for a variety of reasons. For example, the employer might require a 

different workforce, not all of the employees might be willing to make the move, 

or there might not be sufficient housing available for the workers. Where 

opportunities for housing exceeded those for employment within a new town, the 

Committee suggested that it would be necessary to house the people and allow 

them to commute back to their places of work in the capital.
13 

However, this 

policy was hampered by the Development Corporations' later insistence that all 

applicants for housing within the new towns were to be offered a job within the 

town boundaries before being allowed to become a tenant. The new town 

Development Corporations also had little idea as to how their new populations 

were to be attracted. The new town master plans, which were intended to provide 

information on all aspects of the towns' growth, were conspicuously silent on the 

subject. 
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Without a firm lead from either the Government, the New Towns Committee or 

the Development Corporations themselves, the new town migration policy lacked 

precise definition. At first it was intended that each new town would be linked to 

individual boroughs within the County of London, attracting all the required 

population and industry from within these areas. For example, Hemel Hempstead 

was linked with the boroughs of Acton, Willesden, Wembley, Hendon and 

Harrow. 14 However, by March 1948 a satisfactory policy had yet to be formalised. 

While there had been discussions between the boroughs and the Development 

Corporations, the latter were unable to give a formal corrJTiitment before they 

knew Government policy. The picture was further confused by the actions of 

boroughs which feared that they were about to miss an opportunity to reduce their 

housing pressure. For example, Southgate Borough Council wrote to Hemel 

Hempstead Development Corporation seeking assurances that it would be linked 

with the town.15 Herne! Hempstead was not alone. In October 1948 the General 

Manager of Harlow Development Corporation wrote to the Ministry of Town and 

Country Planning complaining that the lack of an official statement on linkage 

Was becoming embarrassing for the corporation. 16 The only response the Ministry 

could offer was to ask for a three-month delay while a policy was formulated . 17 

In fact policy was not to be formalised until late 1949 when a scheme was 

Proposed to ensure the simultaneous transfer of population and industry. 
18 

The 

commitment to self-contained communities was reaffirmed as the Ministry 

declared that 'tenants must be prepared to work, as well as live in the towns ' .
19 It 

Was no longer enough to be in housing need to move into a new town. The new 
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towns' 'first purpose' of providing for the overspill population was already being 

undennined. 

However, the system of linked boroughs was not a success. At a meeting between 

Hemel Hempstead Development Corporation and representatives of the five 

linked authorities in 1950, the Corporation's chainnan, Lord Reith stated that the 

linked authorities had failed to produce any suitable industry willing and able to 

move into the new town.20 With no industry available in the linked areas, Herne! 

Hempstead was forced to look further afield in London. One of the first 

companies to move into the new town was the Central Tool and Equipment Co. of 

Richmond, an area which was not linked to Herne! Hempstead in any way. This 

was to seriously undermine the attempts of the new town to reduce overcrowding 

in its linked areas. Central Tool Co. discovered that once the move was 

announced their staff immediately divided into those willing to move to Hemel 

Hempstead and those who wished to stay in their current location. In order to fill 

vacancies created by those who did not wish to move it was necessary to have the 

new employees in place so that production levels were not seriously damaged. 

While the company was willing to accept employees from areas linked with 

Hemel Hempstead, it did little to ease the housing pressure in the linked boroughs, 

since the new employees moved from as far afield as Walthamstow and 

Twickenham.21 

In addition, the system of linkage was characterised at ground level by confusion 

amongst the people who were intended to benefit from the scheme. This 
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confusion, over exactly how people who wished to move into a new town should 

set about doing so, is illustrated by a note from the Public Relations Officer (PRO) 

of Hemel Hempstead Development Corporation to the General Manager. The 

Officer recounted an episode when he had interviewed a totally misinformed 

member of the public. The applicant was under the impression that firms moving 

into the new towns would bring only a skeleton staff with them and recruit the 

remainder of employees from the London borough housing lists. The PRO 

concluded: ' I am bringing these facts to your attention in order to underline.. . that 

nobody knows what anybody else is doing'. The response of the General 

Manager was to declare that he hoped the situation would 'come out in the wash' 

although he could not offer any guidance or solutions.22 This disenchantment was 

echoed by a Ministry official who confided to the General Manager of Hemel 

Hempstead that 'this linkage business is ... one of the worst headaches we have' .23 
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III 

The fact that the linkage scheme was not meeting the needs of the new towns was 

formally accepted in 1953 by the adoption of the Industrial Selection Scheme 

(ISS). Through this the Ministry of Housing and Local Government demanded 

that the London new towns expand their existing linkage agreements. 24 The 

scheme was adopted following a Ministry circular examining the 'Movement of 

Population to New and Expanded Towns'. The circular accepted that there were 

two major difficulties with the attempts to move population away from London. 

The first was that the reliance on self-containment limited the opportunities for 

those in housing need to move into the new towns unless they possessed the 

requisite skills to obtain employment there. The second problem was 

organisational: Greater London contained 87 housing authorities. The Ministry 

deemed it necessary to ensure that all authorities experiencing overcrowding 

should have opportunities to reduce it - whether they were formally linked to a 

new town or not. The ISS attempted to ensure that news of all possible vacancies 

within the new towns was received by the tenants in overcrowded areas in the first 

instance. Under the terms of the ISS all tenants in urgent housing need who 

Wished to move to a new town registered their employment details and their 

accommodation situation. When a vacancy arose the Ministry of Labour would 

check the register and then, if the applicant was interested in the vacancy, 

recommend them for interview. The successful applicant would then be 

nominated for a house within the new town by the employer and be interviewed 

by a representative of the Development Corporation. This was a complex scheme 

to operate which had extremely poor results. In 1965 a Ministry of Housing and 
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Local Government survey showed that of the more than 67, 000 families who had 

moved to the London new towns, less than 4, 500 had been housed via the ISS. 25 

An attempt to discover the reasons for the unsatisfactory performance of the ISS 

was made in a survey by Harlow Development Corporation in 1965.26 The report 

discussed the Corporation's recruitment policy. The Corporation first attempted 

to fill vacancies via local sources. If this failed the Ministry of Labour used the 

Industrial Selection Scheme to attract applicants from within the London County 

area, with the search expanding to Greater London if necessary. If these methods 

failed to produce a suitable applicant, the Ministry of Labour then sought to issue 

a certificate authorising the national circulation of the vacancy. However, the 

Development Corporation could only persuade companies to use these methods. 

As a Ministry note accompanying the report observed, following the revocation of 

the Notification of Vacancies Order in 1956, companies were no longer compelled 

to inform the Ministry of Labour of vacancies, instead preferring to advertise them 

themselves.27 This severely hampered the effectiveness of the ISS. If the Ministry 

of Labour did not know that a vacancy existed it would not be able to inform 

Londoners about it. 

In addition to the Ministry of Labour's inability to control vacancies, the Harlow 

Corporation report claimed that those running the ISS did not have sufficient 

information about those who wished to move to the new town. The Housing 

Manager stated that he could recall 'many interviews with persons living in 

London and... anxious to move to Harlow... who... stated that their local Council 
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knows nothing about the ISS'.28 The Housing Manager suggested that previously 

the ISS had worked well and that it was only in the last five years that its 

effectiveness had decreased due to the unwillingness of local authorities to 

forward the names of interested parties to the Ministry of Labour. The report 

suggested that the reason for this could be an attempt by the local authorities to 

avoid paying the financial contributions due for each family re-housed in a new 

town under the terms of the 1956 Housing Subsidies Act. However, the author 

admitted that he had 'no facts to substantiate this'. 29 

The Housing Manager argued that a maJor obstacle for the ISS was the 

involvement of the Ministry of Labour. He noted that ' in this day and age... the 

only persons who ever think of going to the Ministry of Labour for employment 

are persons whose working record is erratic', observing that those who had never 

been unemployed 'would not, without being advised to do so, call at their local 

Ministry of Labour' . 30 

Also, at this time, there was a joint examination of the ISS carried out by the 

Ministry of Labour and the London County Council.31 While it was intended that 

the survey would be mainly an administrative overview it did make some points 

as to the scheme's effectiveness. Firstly, there was a skills gap between the 

vacancies available and the majority of those who had registered their 

employment skills and their housing need under the ISS. Whilst the companies 

Within new towns had vacancies for skilled workers those on the register were, in 

the main, unskilled or semi-skilled.32 A further obstacle for the ISS was the 

71 

https://semi-skilled.32
https://Council.31


lengthy administrative process which had to be followed by the Ministry of 

Labour when trying to fill a vacancy. If a local office of the Ministry wished to 

nominate an individual for a vacancy it first had to obtain the approval of the 

home local council via its regional office before the nomination could proceed, 

despite the fact that the person was already eligible for the ISS because of their 

appearance on the register. 33 

The Industrial Selection Scheme was also hampered by the lack of up to date 

information. Local Labour Ministry offices claimed that approximately 50 per 

cent of their letters to applicants brought no response. In some cases information 

was obtained that the applicants had already been re-housed but had failed to 

inform the office. 34 

The report exceeded its terms ofreference to exan1ine another major reason for the 

ISS ' s ineffectiveness, the lack of publicity. The working party compiling the 

report suggested that, in some cases, employers were not well informed about the 

nature or, occasionally, even existence of the ISS . However, the final report took 

the view that the fact that employers were periodically reminded about the scheme 

was sufficient.35 

A Ministry of Housing and Local Government minute following the receipt of the 

report argued that the ISS had failed because the demand from new town 

employers was for skilled workers, which could not be met in London; employers 

were no longer obligated to inform the Ministry of Labour of vacancies available; 
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employers' desires to keep housing back in order to entice skilled workers; and the 

traditional role of the Ministry of Labour was to appoint the unemployed. The 

minute claimed that while 80 per cent of new town workers had come from 

London, only 7 per cent had been recruited through vacancies notified. 36 Another 

problem caused by the use of the Ministry of Labour to operate the ISS was its 

traditional commitment to advertising all vacancies firstly to the unemployed 

within new towns and secondly, within the 'travel to work area' outside the new 

town. This meant that Londoners would be informed about any vacancy long 

after they were first advertised. This was established policy within the 

Employment Exchange service but caused disquiet within both the Ministry of 

Housing and Local Government and the Greater London Council, because it 

appeared to contradict the primary aim of the ISS which was to keep the new 

towns self-contained and attract migrants away from London. 37 The Ministry of 

Housing and Local Government argued that there was 'no justification' for such a 

policy but was unable to persuade the Ministry of Labour to deviate from its usual 

methods.38 

In the early 1960s, it appeared that the ISS, at least as far as the new towns were 

concerned, was losing support amongst the Ministry of Housing and Local 

Government. A Ministry minute of 1965 lamented: 'it is doubtful, ... whether the 

scheme is earning its keep' . 39 It was suggested that more was needed to be done 

to 'sell ' the scheme to the people. It appeared that the majority of new town 

employers believed that they would be able to attract better quality applicants by 

advertising through the London press rather than by using the ISS. The minute 
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concluded that 'they are probably right' .40 It was suggested that the correct way 

forward was an amalgam of advertisements and the ISS. Employers should be 

encouraged to advertise within London newspapers but should stress in the 

advertisement that priority would be given to those eligible through the ISS. 

However, this policy was strongly opposed by the Ministry of Labour, to the 

mystified consternation of the Ministry ofHousing and Local Govemment.41 

The failure of the Industrial Selection Scheme can be seen by the fact that, by 

1965, only one migrant in ten had moved to a new town by using the scheme. 42 

The majority of migrants would move voluntarily outside any formal scheme.43 

However, this does not mean that the new towns had failed to decentralise 

population away from London. Out of the 82, 000 new houses provided by the 

London new town Development Corporations, 67, 000 housed Londoners. Of 

these migrants some 37 per cent were on a London housing list prior to moving.44 

The housing manager of Harlow Development Corporation examined the type of 

people who moved to the new town and noted that it was 'undeniable that Harlow 

has a higher proportion of skilled and semi-skilled workers in its population than 

the rest of England and Wales '. 45 The main reason for this was the Corporation's 

Policy of encouraging 'progressive' firms to settle into the new town, with only 

one major firm employing a large proportion of unskilled workers.
46 

However, 

even in the employment of unskilled workers, there was a significant problem 

emerging. Once the migrants had moved into the new town there was no control 

over their movements. Since accommodation depended primarily upon 
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employment within the new town, many Londoners would take any job to obtain 

housing. The housing manager argued that a 'large number... have obtained 

housing through taking unskilled jobs.. . and then later have changed to semi-

skilled jobs carrying more money' .47 Hemel Hempstead Development 

Corporation shared the fear that migrants would move out of the town to better 

jobs thus damaging the concept of self-containment. Particular concern was 

expressed over the expansion of Vauxhall car plant at Luton and Dunstable. The 

General Manager of Hemel Hempstead sought assurances that there would be a 

corresponding increase in housing in the Luton and Dunstable area to reduce 

commuting from the new town. 48 The out-movement of established workers was a 

serious obstacle to the policy of self-containment. 

IV 

Another concept which was an integral part of the new towns policy was the 

creation of communities which were balanced in class terms. However, many 

members of the middle classes did not find living in a new town an attractive 

proposition. In 1953, the Rector of Crawley was moved to write to The Times that 

'higher income groups are not being attracted.. . in a sufficient proportion '. He 

feared that this would have a negative impact upon the development of the new 

town because it would lead to a 'deficiency of local leadership to which English 

People are accustomed'. 49 The former Deputy Social Relations Officer of 

Stevenage Development Corporation recalled that 'the senior management tended 

to look for a house outside the new town... if they didn't want to live in a village 

then, by and large, their wives did'. 50 The managerial class 'tended not to want to 
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live in what they regarded were... council estates'. Instead 'they preferred to pay a 

lot more for inferior housing, sometimes outside'. 51 

One of the biggest bars to the middle classes moving into the new towns was the 

fact that, initially, all housing was for rent rather than private ownership. The 

Ministry of Housing and Local Government was aware of this problem and, in 

1956, urged the new towns to increase the number of privately owned houses. 52 

Brian Heraud, a sociologist, argued that this revealed the Development 

Corporations ' desire 'to recruit at all costs a sizeable middle-class element in their 

populations' . 53 Hemel Hempstead Development Corporation was so concerned 

with its failure to attract members of the middle classes in sufficient numbers that 

it was prepared to undermine the key policy of self-containment. A memorandum 

from the Corporation's General Manager admitted that self-containment had for 

the middle classes ' been reduced in status from a principle to a mere preference ' . 

It continued: 'rules governing eligibility for the middle classes are considerably 

more generous than... for the working classes'.54 This relaxation of the strict 

criteria had previously been acknowledged by the Ministry which declared that 

Herne] Hempstead should be 'prepared to sell or let a middle class house to any 

Londoner, wherever he works.55 The memorandum also admitted that the Reith 

Committee's dream of middle and working classes living side by side was not 

Practicable. The middle classes would demand housing which was planned at a 

lower density and was available :freehold rather than the leasehold properties 

Which made up the majority of the new towns. The Corporation felt: 'It would be 

llndesirable.. . to get too much intermingling of freehold and leasehold plots' . 56 
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Writing in 1961 , the former General Manager of Stevenage Development 

Corporation admitted that not one in ten of the managing directors and senior 

executives of the new town industries had moved into the town. As the Manager 

explained, an executive would not wish to live 'cheek by jowl with his own work

people, nor they with him'. 57 

One of the key factors behind attracting members of the middle classes to the 

inter-war metropolitan suburbs had been the amount of housing constructed by 

speculative builders. Priced out of the rented markets by local authority housing 

and faced with a saturated market for more expensive housing; private building 

companies sought to offer housing for sale to families with limited capital at 

attractive terms. 58 The election of the Conservative Government in 1951 marked 

an increasing encouragement of speculative building within the new towns. The 

Conservatives were attracted to private building both ideologically and 

economically. As in the inter-war suburbs it was regarded as a key method of 

promoting home ownership amongst lower income groups thus creating a 

'property-owning democracy'. 59 Furthermore, Macmillan, the Minister of 

Housing and Local Government regarded private enterprise construction as a 

means of reducing the capital demands of the new towns programme upon the 

Treasury. 60 However, it appears that private building made only a minor 

contribution to the new town housing programme. By 1962 there had only been 

515 houses built by private builders in Herne! Hempstead compared with 9, 953 

constructed by the Corporation. 61 Jn Stevenage the encouragement of speculative 

building appears to have met with slightly more success, although no exact figures 
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are available. In 1963 the Development Corporation noted that there were 91 

houses constructed by private builders compared with the 1, 150 built by the 

Corporation in the preceding year. 62 The speculative building market did see 

some expansion under the Conservatives. However, as elsewhere the bulk of 

housing provision remained heavily reliant upon the contribution of the public 

sector. 63 

The Development Corporations were also keen to produce a balanced community 

in terms of age. It was thus necessary to attempt to attract older people to the 

towns. The first new towns had a major age bias towards the young, who were 

more likely to move into the new town for the new housing. Older people who 

had not reached retirement age still had to obtain employment within the new 

town before they were able to obtain a house. If the town was to be a fully 

'balanced community', it required not just aJI classes but also all ages. A common 

feature of planned development was that once families were settled, they 

attempted to bring parents into the town also. In Stevenage the Estates Committee 

of the Development Corporation agreed that 'parents ... should in future be offered 

accommodation.. . whether they are ret1re. d or not ' •64 However, the existing 

controls were re-emphasised: priority was to be given to Londoners and if the 

father was not retired then it was necessary for him to first obtain employment 

Within the town. 65 Nevertheless, this does not mean that older family members did 

not manage to move to a new town. The 1956 Annual Report of Hemel 

Bempstead Development Corporation recorded that nineteen members of one 
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family, including the elderly parents, had moved into the town during the 

preceding five years. 66 

One section of society particularly affected by the policy of self-containment were 

women, especially those who were married with husbands working outside the 

town. An illustration of this can be seen in Harlow new town. By 1955 the town 

had expanded at such a rate that more female telephonists were required. 

However, the Development Corporation refused to allocate housing to them 

unless their husbands were also employed in the town. Despite the Ministry of 
' 

Housing and Local Government's declaration that 'there is no logical reason for 

differentiating between male and fem.ale workers' many of the Development 

Corporations, particularly those in the London area, disagreed.67 Particular 

opposition came from Harlow Development Corporation which had begun by 

allocating housing irrespective of gender. However, once this policy was in place 

the Corporation discovered that whilst the wives accepted jobs within the town the 

men continued to travel out.68 Harlow refused to accept the married female 

telephonists from outside the town despite assurances from the G. P. 0. that this 

Was a one-off case. 69 A similar problem had earlier arisen in Stevenage where the 

manageress at a builders' canteen had been refused a tenancy. The woman came 

from an 'exporting' area and was eligible for housing. However, while her 

husband was willing to work in Stevenage, the difficulty was that he did not work 

there at the time of the application. 70 
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While there were attempts to balance the social characteristics of the new town in 

terms of age and class there appears to have been little encouragement of black 

migration to the towns. Indeed, so rare were black new town migrants that, even 

in 1991 , one of the first Stevenage residents could clearly remember 'the coloured 

lad ' who had joined his youth football team. 71 Heraud estimated that, in 1966, a 

tYPical new town with a population of 60, 000 had on average 200 black residents. 

This was 0. 003 per cent of the total in comparison to the national average of 1. 7 

per cent. 72 Heraud suggested that the new towns would be an ideal location within 

which to encourage racial integration. He argued that the new town populations 

were 'disproportionately young and without deep local roots' and might thus be 

less resistant to black migration 'than older more settled urban communities' .73 

Heraud urged the authorities to 'bring to the attention of London immigrant 

organisations the promising possibilities' that existed in the new towns. 74 He 

believed that an added benefit of this policy would be a reduction in the 

concentration of black immigrants within the London area. 
75 

However, Heraud's 

suggestions that black migration should be actively encouraged received a cool 

reception within the Ministry of Housing and Local Government. An internal 

Ministry paper discussing Heraud 's argument was keen to avoid any potential 

allegations of racism noting that there had been no reports 'of colour 

discrimination by an employer or a Development Corporation in a new town. 76 

However, nor was there to be any particular attention paid to the promotion of 

black migration to the new towns, despite the fact that it offered an opportunity to 

ease the perceived main result of immigration - overcrowding. Instead it was 
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regarded by the Ministry as 'just a part of the general problem of encouraging 

people in housing need to move out' . 77 

The low levels of black migration were not just due to racial factors, although it is 

likely that they played a part, but the more general patterns of migration to the 

new towns. Lee's study of the geographical patterns of immigrant groups in 

London discovered that the greatest concentration of the West Indian population 

were to be found within the inner London Boroughs.78 These conclusions are 

reinforced by other studies of black communities. 79 In 1971, Roderick published a 

study of the origins of all migrants leaving Greater London for a new town before 

December 1968.80 He found that 60 per cent of all London new town migrants 

came from the outer London boroughs. 81 It was not just the black population of 

the inner London boroughs which failed to move but the population generally. In 

this context the low levels of black migration to the new towns is unsurprising. 

V 

In addition to the difficulties caused by the attempts to populate the new towns, 

the decentralisation of industry also faced severe administrative problems. The 

migration of industry was a complicated process which required the co-operation 

of three separate government departments: The Ministry of Town and Country 

Planning, responsible for the new towns; the Board of Trade, whose priority was 

the interests of industry; and the Ministry of Labour, which was responsible for 

filling any vacancies which might occur. 
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In September 1950, the General Manager of the Hemel Hempstead Development 

Corporation, William Hart, spelled out the difficulties in attracting industry in a 

letter to the Ministry. Firstly, there was no adequate information available as to 

those industries which were required to move out of London. Thus, the way in 

which the Corporation discovered which industries were interested in moving was 

left ' largely to accident'. The second problem was the competing needs of the 

Development Areas. These were established in order to spread industry more 

widely throughout Britain, particularly in areas of high unemployment, following 

the economic trials of the 1930s. Often the new towns found themselves directly 

in conflict with the needs of these areas which, in the opinion of Hart, neutralised 

the attractiveness of the new town for industrialists. Hart claimed that while the 

Development Area policy was clear, there seemed to be 'no policy in regard to the 

London new towns ' . A final problem was the difficulties which the Corporation 

encountered in securing building licences. This was due to the strict financial 

controls which had been imposed upon new town construction in order to reduce 

government spending. Thus, a company which wished to move into a new town 

had no way of knowing in advance whether a building licence would be granted, 

slowing down the migration process considerably.
82 

In 1951 this policy was 

temporarily relaxed in order to allow Harlow Development Corporation to build 

three 'advance factories' (i.e. before suitable companies had been identified) due 

to the urgent need to attract more industry into the town. 
83 

However, this appears 

to have been against the wishes of the Board of Trade. In April 1950 a briefing 

Paper was prepared for the President of the Board of Trade, Harold Wilson, for a 

meeting with the Minister of Town and Country Planning, Dalton. It urged 
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Wilson to resist 'in all circumstances' any suggestion that the building controls be 

relaxed for Harlow. 84 

The majority of companies moving into the new towns were those that wished to 

expand their existing premises. In line with the policy of reducing overcrowding, 

control was exerted by the Board of Trade's use of Industrial Development 

Certificates which had been introduced in 1947. Without this certificate, a firm 

could not expand. It was intended that the Board of Trade would steer any 

expansion programmes which were deemed unsuitable for London towards the 

new towns. However, for the Board of Trade, the priority for redevelopment 

remained the Development Areas. This was bound to cause inter-departmental 

conflict. At a meeting officials of the Board of Trade and the Ministry of Town 

and Country Planning in August 1949 it was reiterated that the Board regarded 

'Development Areas as more important than new towns'. This position was 

questioned by a Ministry of Town and Country Planning official who 'did not 

agree that the needs for industry of the Development Areas were necessarily more 

important than those of the new towns.' He suggested that 'there might be a latent 

conflict between the policies of the Ministry of Town and Country Planning and 

the Board of Trade although each could claim to be government policy'. 85 

Although couched in the dry language of the civil service it appears that a struggle 

between the Board of Trade and the Ministry of Town and Country Planning had 

begun. 
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One specific case which illustrates this problem concerned Addressograph

Multigraph Ltd. a company based in Willesden, an area linked to Hemel 

Hempstead.86 The movement of this company to the town had the firm support of 

the London Division of the Ministry of Town and Country Planning which sought 

the approval of the Board of Trade for the move. 87 However, the Board admitted 

to the Ministry of Town and Country Planning that 'although we knew they were 

interested in Hemel Hempstead, we have been doing all we can to steer them 

further afield'. The company had protested strongly that it was not practicable for 

them to move out of the Greater London area but the Board of Trade was 

attempting to 'pick holes in the arguments brought forward by the firm ' . 88 

Eventually, however, the company was to be allowed to move into the new 

town. 89 

The political power struggle between the Board of Trade and the (by now) 

Ministry of Housing and Local Government was eventually solved by the 

intervention of the supreme government department, the Treasury. The 

Conservative Government, elected in 1951, sought to make vast cuts in public 

spending and the new towns were not spared. The Minister of Housing and Local 

Government, Harold Macmillan, managed to defend certain aspects of the new 

towns programme, such as housing, from more stringent economies.90 However, 

there appeared little that he could do to prevent a reduction in the number of new 

town factories being constructed. The reduction in the levels of public spending 

had seen a nation-wide reduction in factory building. A Board of Trade official 

acknowledged the depth of the cuts: 'schemes already approved are being stopped 
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in Development Areas, and Supply Departments are considering requisitioning as 

an alternative to building for the defence work in order to restrict further industrial 

building even for defence' .91 For the new towns, which were unable to guarantee 

attracting industry to 'advance factories ' and were not regarded as a priority case 

by the Board of Trade there would be little funds available to attract industry. 

This message was reinforced by Rab Butler, the Chancellor of the Exchequer. He 

argued that to licence new town factory building 'will create difficulties for the 

Ministry of Supply and the Board of Trade, who will find it hard, to say the least, 

to justify refusing valuable projects at a time when less essential work is being 

done, and being seen to be done, in the new towns '.92 The industrial and 

economic development of the new towns would be restricted in the wider national 

economic interest. 

For the industries themselves the reasons for moving to new towns were wide and 

varied although there were certain advantages from which all benefited. New 

premises were constructed whilst they remained in their existing location so that 

there was no need for major disruption of production. Sites within the new town 

were leased at a peppercorn rent whilst the premises were being built. In addition, 

the employees would be allocated housing which, the companies felt, would 

enable them to attract a better class of worker. It certainly appears that those 

companies who moved to new towns did enjoy better performance from their 

Workers, at least according to the Economist. It reported in 1954 that 'generally 

the move has increased industrial productivity - sometimes considerably, because 

of reduced absenteeism and improved health among the workers' .
93 

The journal 
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Town and Country Planning observed: 'there is greater willingness to work 

overtime because factory conditions are pleasanter and journeys home are short' . 94 

However, due to the controls exerted by the Board of Trade, it appears that the 

new towns did not manage to secure the wide range of industry intended by the 

New Towns Committee. The new towns attracted a preponderance of light 

engineering and electronic work. This was to have a major effect on the attempts 

to attract workers from the overcrowded areas. A survey of Harlow new town in 

1961 showed that the majority of those moving into the town were skilled and 

semi-skilled workers. 95 If the workers in the overcrowded areas did not have the 

requisite skills to move into the new town, employers were forced to look 

elsewhere. Companies who could not find suitable employees within the Greater 

London area were allowed to nominate key workers for housing. These key 

workers from outside London were usually allowed into the new town subj ect to 

the award of a Ministry of Labour certificate. This policy undermined the 

intention to fill the new towns entirely with Londoners, as many new town 

industries attempted to fill their housing allocation with key workers from 

elsewhere. The Ministry of Housing and Local Government was afraid that many 

of the Development Corporations too readily accepted the employers' claim that 

there were no suitable applicants available in London and accepted workers from 

other areas.96 The high concentration of industry requiring skilled workers was to 

have a negative effect on the industrial base of the new towns. This can be seen 

by the devastation which the cancellation of the Blue Water missile brought to 

Stevenage in 1962. The company most affected by the missile' s cancellation was 

86 

https://areas.96
https://workers.95


the English Electric Company which employed 4, 500 of the town 's 21 , 000 

labour force. 97 This led to 779 redundancies within the town. 98 

One of the major problems for the Development Corporations was to ensure a 

simultaneous transference of both industry and population into their towns. This 

process saw continual fluctuation. In 1950, the General Manager of Hemel 

Hempstead Development Corporation declared: 'We are in the gravest danger of 

finding that in 12 months' time we shall have several hundred houses for whose 

occupants we shall be unable to find employment'.99 He pleaded for more 

industry to be diverted towards Hemel Hempstead as soon as possible. However, 

a year later, the same General Manager declared that 'the industrial programme .. . 

was so full that special measures would have to be taken to increase the rate of 

house production'. 100 

One of the major attractions for companies moving into the new towns was the 

fact that they could nominate their own employees' housing. This was a very 

valuable attraction and they were keen to ensure as much control over its 

allocation as possible. However, the Development Corporation often had to act to 

ensure that the population did not damage the aims of the decentralisation policy. 

For example, in Stevenage the English Electric Company attempted to find houses 

for 250 people who would move from Hitchin but found that this was refused by 

· 1011 C In Stevenage,the Estates Committee of Stevenage Deve opment orporatlon. 

the interests of the employers were represented by the Stevenage District 

Employers Group which met with members of the Development Corporation to 
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form the Industrial Housing Allocations Committee (IHAC). Agreement was 

reached by each company putting in a bid for how many houses they would need 

and the Development Corporation awarding houses accordingly. At one of the 

meetings of the IHAC one of the Corporation representatives alleged that 'some 

firms were overestimating their requirements' in order to obtain a greater 

proportion of the housing available for that year. 102 The IHAC was a useful forum 

for discussion between industry and the Development Corporation but often 

appears to have been little more than a crude bargaining system. The industrialists 

were concerned to get a greater share of housing while the Corporation sought to 

maintain the support of industry within the new town. 

VI 

Not all of the migrants to the new towns moved as part of a Government 

sponsored scheme or with their existing employers. Most came into the towns on 

their own initiative, travelling to the new towns and approaching employers. 

Unfortunately, the numerical impact of these independent migrants cannot be 

quantified. However, there is strong evidence to suggest that there were at least as 

many migrants to the new towns by this means than by any formal Government 

sponsored scheme such as the ISS. A large number of those who moved by this 

means were involved in the actual building of the towns. Many of the building 

workers were on a housing list and eligible to move into a new town. After six 

months commuting or living in a local hostel, the builders received a tenancy, 

although this period could vary. One builder recalls starting work in the new town 

of Stevenage in June 1951 and finally being housed one year later. Another, who 
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came from Dagenham, recounts leaving home at 5 a.m. , travelling by bus to 

Stevenage and arriving back home at 7.30 p.m. 103 In addition, the building 

workers often had to endure poor conditions in the hostels erected to 

accommodate them while they were working in the new town. In the Aston 

Hostel in Stevenage one resident died of food poisoning. 104 Another of the 

hostel ' s tenants lasted for only one night, preferring to rise at 5 a.m. , and travel 

daily. 105 

The success of the decentralisation policies in assisting migration to the new 

towns cannot be fully established. An analysis of tenants by Hemel Hempstead 

Development Corporation showed that 8, 604 families had moved into the town 

by the end of 1960. Of these 6, 846 of these were classed as 'Londoners' but just 

over half were not on a local authority housing list. The biggest ' exporters ' were 

the five linked boroughs of Acton, Harrow, Hendon, Wembley and Willesden, 

with the latter contributing as many as 888 families. 
106 

Although there is no statistical evidence as to why people moved, it is probable 

that the major reason for moving was the opportunity to obtain a house. There is a 

great deal of anecdotal evidence to support this supposition. An early Stevenage 

resident wrote: 'We came because ... the prospect of a new modern house.. . in the 

healthy surroundings of Hertfordshire sounded almost like Utopia' .
107 

Another 

recalled: 'We had been living in rooms... with little or no hope of a house as the 

situation in London was desperate' .108 At the end of World War Two it was 

estimated that some 1, 033, 000 Londoners needed to be moved out of the capital; 
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the situation was exacerbated by the effects of the Blitz which deprived a further 

100, 000 families of their homes. 109 An early migrant living in Shepherd's Bush, 

first heard of Stevenage after writing to his local MP that he would work 

anywhere in England in order to obtain a house' . 11 0 With the pressure of housing 

so great in London, the opportunity to obtain good quality housing in the healthier 

atmosphere of a new town was an opportunity that was to be grasped quickly and 

fought for. Internal migration in search of better quality housing was not a 

phenomenon limited to the new towns. For example, Young and Willmott's study 

of migration from Bethnal Green to the London County Council estate at 

'Greenleigh' , quoted one mover as regarding her new house as ' like paradise ' 

after her previous home. 111 The government's Central Housing Advisory 

Committee study of Birmingham found that many people looked 'forward eagerly 

to the offer of a better house and welcome the prospect of a move' .11 2 

For new towns such as Stevenage and Hemel Hempstead there was an additional 

obstacle which had to be overcome, namely that of integration of these newcomers 

with the existing population. Both towns were being built onto previously 

existing towns which could cause problems with locals who resented the invasion 

of Londoners into their previously quiet Hertfordshire hamlets. Indeed when 

Lewis Silkin first visited Stevenage his car tyres were let down and sand put in its 

petrol tank on another occasion the signs at the railway station were changed to 

read ' Silkingrad' .11 3 One of the first migrants to Stevenage recalled that the 

reception from the old town was 'Not very good at all'. He continued: 'Yet they 

were making money by us being here and it seemed... that the people that were 
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taking our money were the people who didn't want us' . 11 4 At a meeting at Herne! 

Hempstead in 1967 one of the older members of the community was reported as 

saying: 'I represent old Hemel Hempstead ... the new towners came down here.. . 

and we absorbed them into our culture, but they don' t know the minds of us 

country people'. The new town had been established for almost twenty years at 

this time.11 5 
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VII 

Despite the fact that the primary beneficiaries of new town accommodation were 

those not on housing lists, the new towns did much to relieve the housing pressure 

in the linked boroughs by creating space for others to be housed. 11 6 However, it is 

likely that the success of migration to the new towns was despite rather than due 

to Government policy. The Government could not be seen to be concentrating too 

strongly on the new towns at the expense of the more needy Development Areas. 

The strict adherence to the policy of self-containment often served to exclude the 

very people which the new towns were intended to benefit. While the industry 

moving into the new towns required skills which could not be found in the linked 

areas. Although government policy failed, the new towns were able to develop 

along other lines. The new towns grew because people were willing to initiate 

their own progress and to rise to the challenge despite the fact that it often meant 

long commuting hours and the uprooting of established family ties. The 

government was unable to devote the attention and resources required to 

encourage new town migration. It would have to do better as it attempted to 

create new town communities once the migrants arrived. This will be discussed in 

the next chapter. 
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Table One. Population growth in Herne/ Hempstead and Stevenage 1946-70. 11 7 

Hemel 

Hempstead 

Stevenage 

Date of Designation 6 March 1947 5 December 

1946 

Population at 

Designation 

21,000 6,400 

1953 Population 29,000 11,050 

1955 Population 35,900 17,000 

1960 Population 51,000 38,000 

1965 Population .65,124 54,000 

1970 Population 69,500 63, 500 
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Chapter Four. 

Creatin2 a community spirit from above 

I 

This chapter examines the attempts to create new town communities 'from above' 

by the New Towns Committee, the Ministry of Housing and Local Government 

and the Development Corporations in both Stevenage and Herne! Hempstead. It 

evaluates the impact of two planning devices which were expected to stimulate 

interaction within the new town 'communities': the neighbourhood unit and the 

provision of community facilities. The chapter also discusses the failed attempt to 

make the new towns 'socially balanced' •. Particular attention is paid to how the 

neighbourhoods divided upon class lines once the migrants had arrived. In 

addition there is an investigation of the role of Stevenage Development 

Corporation's Social Development Officer. This officer acted as a means of 

communication between the 'community' and Corporation. Furthermore there is 

an examination of the effects upon the new towns of the election of the 

Conservative Government in 1951. In particular this involves a discussion of the 

financial constraints placed upon the new towns programme. The chapter argues 

that the use of the neighbourhood unit and community facilities did create the 

basis for community interaction. However, 'community spirit' was also 

stimulated in areas where there were few social facilities as their omission 

provided a common cause around which the incoming population could unite. 

101 



II 

In order to understand the attempts to develop a community spirit within the new 

towns it is essential that they are placed within the broader political context. In 

particular the effect of the election of Winston Churchill's Conservative 

Government in 1951. The Conservatives were committed to an 'economy drive' 

in order to reduce public spending; this was to have significant ramifications for 

the attempt to develop community facilities within the new towns. There soon 

developed a battle between the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Rab Butler, who was 

resolved to cut expenditure and the Minister of Housing and Local Government, 

Harold Macmillan, who was determined that the wings of his housing programme 

would not be clipped. Butler accepted Macmillan's view that the new towns were 

an 'essential part of the housing programme'. Furthermore, Butler agreed that 'it 

would be foolish to throw away, or even to jeopardise, all the preparatory work 

which has been going forward over the last five years, not to mention the capital 

that has been sunk into them'. 1 Nevertheless, the new towns programme would 

not be left untouched. Butler wished to shape the new towns programme into 'an 

efficient and economical instrument for achieving the Conservative housing 

programme'. He accepted that 'the houses, of course, must be built'; however, he 

feared that 'to build them in new towns means that we shall have to spend far 

more on the provision of main services and, in due course, on shops, offices, 

hospitals, entertainment buildings, public houses and so on'. It was the financial 

cost of these 'extras' which Butler wished to restrict, particularly as the 

construction of these types of buildings were 'rigidly limited elsewhere' .2 Butler 

thus considered that 'a thorough examination of new towns policy' was required; 
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this would include ensuring that 'no possibility of economy is being overlooked 

and that expenditure is being properly controlled'. He suggested that this could be 

achieved by setting up a 'small committee' chaired by 'a senior member of the 

cabinet' .3 However, Butler's suggestions received a curt response from 

Macmillan who, while admitting that he was 'not happy about many features of 

the new towns', rejected the idea of a review of new towns policy out of hand. He 

thundered: 'I cannot allow a 'senior cabinet' Minister, (whatever this may mean) 

to conduct a 'review' of this or any other aspect of my Department - unless, of 

course, he replaces me'. 4 Nevertheless, despite Macmillan's fierce opposition, a 

review of the new towns policy was placed before the Economic Policy 

Committee of the Cabinet in May 1953. Once more Macmillan strongly defended 

the new towns programme. He argued that any change to the new towns policy 

would have to be explained in Parliament, even if major legislation was not 

required; Macmillan was 'not prepared to use his general power of control in a 

negative way, in order to curtail the development of the new towns '. 5 

Nevertheless, for the new towns the financial future was bleak. A joint 

examination of the new towns programme by the Ministry of Housing and Local 

Government and the Treasury in January 1953 had concluded that there was 'no 

real grounds for expecting a profit, and much more likelihood of further sums to 

be charged to the vote' .6 However, it reiterated that this should 'not condemn the 

new towns which are indispensable' .7 The joint examination discovered few areas 

where economies could take place; the provision of housing was the raison d'etre 

of the new towns while it was felt that cutting investment in the construction of 
' 

amenities such as shops and factories would be counter productive as they yielded 
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a good return and were expected to ' save the Exchequer from heavy losses ' .8 

However, there was one possible area of saving identified by the investigation. It 

was suggested that it was 'possible that the Corporations still aim too high, 

particularly in their standards of lay-out, densities and amenity provisions' .9 It 

would be the new town community facilities which would bear the brunt of the 

economy drive. As elsewhere Macmillan managed to save the housing 

programme from the worst of Butler's economies. 10 However, the new town 

community facilities would be the casualty of Macmillan's battle with the 

Treasury. 

III 

The final report of the New Towns Committee attempted to deal with the 

'complex and delicate problem of founding the social structure of a new town and 

fostering its corporate life'. 11 The report was intended to provide ' ideas and 

guidance for those who will have the responsibility for creating new towns ' . 12 

However, it acknowledged that there were serious problems in attempting to do 

this. It emphasised that the report's recommendations did not signify that there 

would be a standardised pattern of social structure within the new towns. The 

Committee declared: ' it is not possible, and even if it were it would not be wise, to 

prescribe the social and cultural pattern of a new town. The interests, groupings 

and cultural activities of citizens must grow of themselves and may differ between 

one new town and another as widely as one old town and another ' . 13 The final 

report offered a definition of ' community' : ' In a true community, everybody feels, 
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either directly or through some group, that he has a place and a part, belonging 

and counting' .14 

One of the key elements in attempting to foster a ' community spirit' within the 

new towns was the use of the neighbourhood concept. The neighbourhood unit 

was first promoted by Clarence Perry, who published his The neighbourhood unit, 

a scheme ofarrangement for the family-life community in 1929. 15 Perry attempted 

to create a residential area possessing distinct local characteristics to meet the 

needs of family life. This was to be achieved by providing localised services such 

as schools, shopping facilities and community centres without supplanting the 

town centre, which the neighbourhoods would surround. The neighbourhood unit 

was regarded as a method of reinvigorating community feeling at local level 

within American cities. Instead of unplanned development leading to impersonal 

high density areas, it was intended that the lower density neighbourhood unit 

would rejuvenate community life. James Dahir, the compiler of a 1947 

bibliography examining the neighbourhood unit, argued that modem life 'based 

on an impersonal system of prices and mass production of goods, has created a 

way of life hostile to neighbourliness' . Dahir feared that the existence of 'mass 

men in a mass culture ' could be ' the raw material for a totalitarian society ' .16 

According to Dahir, the neighbourhood unit consisted of four distinctive local 

factors. 17 Firstly, there was to be a centrally located elementary school within 

easy walking distance of all the houses. This was anticipated as being no more 

than half a mile from the farthest dwelling. The school was intended to be a focal 
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point of the neighbourhood community. It was expected that parents walking 

their children to the school would begin to associate with each other, thus adding 

to the community's strength. Secondly, ten per cent of the neighbourhood unit 

area was to consist of parks and playgrounds. This was an attempt to challenge 

the urbanism of American cities and produce a greener environment that had 

greater opportunities for leisure activities. The third aspect of the neighbourhood 

unit was to be the existence of local shops situated together at accessible points 

round the periphery. While the main shops were to remain within the town centre, 

smaller outlets were intended to provide for daily needs. The fourth aspect was 

that the neighbourhood unit was to be a residential environment. There would not 

be any industry contained within the units, it would be zoned in separate areas. 

The units would be self-contained: there would be no main roads cutting through 

them to disturb the peace or endanger children. It was anticipated that a 

community spirit could be stimulated by the careful situation of institutions such 

as churches and community centres within the neighbourhood units. While it was 

not expected that the use of the neighbourhood unit concept alone would create 

cohesive communities, it was intended to create greater opportunities for 

association amongst the residents and to stimulate community growth. 18 

In Britain, the Dudley Report of 1944 claimed that, as in the United States, the 

creation of larger towns had led to the break up of community life in Britain. The 

report sought to 'work out some organisation of physical form which will aid ... the 

full development of community life and enable a proper measure of social 

amenities'. It argued: 'the idea of the "neighbourhood unit" arises out of an 
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acknowledgement of the necessity of doing this and offers the means of doing 

it'. 19 

The Final Report of the New Towns Committee firmly enshrined the concept of 

the neighbourhood unit within new town planning: 

The principal roads within the town.. . as well as other 

topographical features, tend to group the residential areas of the 

town into more or less clearly defined parts or neighbourhoods. 

Convenient placing of primary schools, minor groups of shops, 

churches, refreshment houses, meeting places, and other public 

buildings, may also, as nuclei, have the same effect. The 

neighbourhood is therefore a natural and useful conception. 20 

However, there is little evidence that the Committee actually discussed the 

neighbourhood unit or its alternatives. From the beginning, it appears, the 

Committee regarded the neighbourhood unit as the most appropriate and only 

satisfactory measure for new town community planning.21 It remains unclear, 

therefore, why the Reith Committee was so convinced that the neighbourhood unit 

concept was the best way of fostering community interaction in the new towns. It 

is likely that the neighbourhood unit was adopted because it enjoyed significant 

support within the Ministry of Town and Country Planning. 

The Ministry's view of the neighbourhood unit was outlined in a technical report 

investigating the planning of residential areas which was completed in January 

1947.22 The Ministry regarded the neighbourhood unit as a means of recreating 
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village life within the new towns. The report noted that in the 'village or small 

town where personal contacts are continuous and close, the community spirit is 

still lively and perceptible'. The neighbourhood unit was intended to recreate this 

spirit within the new communities by providing them with 'physical backgrounds 

which will encourage their growth, and to preserve in peacetime the spirit of 

neighbourliness and mutual reliance which flourished so strongly in civil defence 

and other activities of war'. 23 However, the report was quick to warn that the 

neighbourhood unit was 'not a panacea for all urban planning problems, nor is it 

the imposition of an arbitrary pattern of self-contained and segregated "units"' . 24 

The concept also enjoyed considerable report from key figures within the Ministry 

of Town and Country Planning. Lewis Silkin, the Minister, had already endorsed 

the idea, although he admitted that further research was required: 'I would like 

more thought to be given to the concept of neighbourhoods, even to the whole 

conception of the idea. I have fallen for it myself, but I would like to think it out 

again'. 25 Another advocate of the concept was Gordon Stephenson, of the 

Planning Technique Division of the Ministry. Stephenson was an advocate of the 

neighbourhood unit concept who had contributed to not only the Greater London 

Plan but also the Design of Dwellings addendum to the Dudley Report. 26 

Significantly, Stephenson was responsible for the planning of the new town of 

Stevenage. The use of the neighbourhood unit concept in the British new towns 

also received praise from abroad. Lewis Mumford, the American town planner, 

observed that the concept had been widely accepted. However, this had been 

'more in principle than in actual practice, except in the British new towns'. 27 
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Mumford regarded the neighbourhood unit as a concerted attempt to formalise an 

existing planing concept seen throughout the world. He argued that 'the core of 

the neighbourhood unit, its central nucleus, was projected and actually embodied 

before the idea of the neighbourhood unit as such was defined. ' 28 The concept 

was thus 'such elementary common sense that one wonders that anyone should 

seriously challenge it. ' 29 

In the light of such widespread support for the concept at home and abroad it is 

unsurprising that the neighbourhood unit became such an integral part of the early 

new towns policy. The Stevenage Master Plan divided residential areas into 

neighbourhood units containing an average population of 10, 000 people, with 

shopping sub-centres to meet everyday needs.
30 

However, to what extent did the concept achieve its main objective of creating a 

'community spirit' within the new towns? It is not easy to answer this question 

due to the lack of detailed research and the fact that 'community spirit ' is by its 

nature an element which is subjective and difficult to quantify. As a result, there 

are differing views about the impact of the neighbourhood unit. 

Gillian Pitt, a sociologist living in the new town of Crawley, provided a positive 

assessment of the impact of the neighbourhood unit. However, while Pitt claimed 

that the concept improved community interaction at local level she feared that the 

31 
concept damaged the overall cohesiveness of the town. For, while the 

neighbourhood units instilled a strong sense of community comparable to 'village 
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life that develops with its frequent casual contacts, such as while shopping or 

meeting children from school ', this strong, localising tendency had a diminishing 

reaction on the overall social cohesion of the town.32 For example, organisations 

were replicated within the neighbourhoods to form numerically and financially 

weak groups rather than, stronger, town-wide organisations. Pitt noticed that 

some people were 'unwilling to travel to another neighbourhood for a meeting' 

and feared that the result of the neighbourhood unit would be a 'permanent 

emphasis on neighbourhood community life at the expense of the town as a 

whole ' .33 

Research by Peter Willmott in Stevenage cast doubt upon the ability of the 

concept to create any sense of community spirit. Although the neighbourhood 

units were used as a sub-area for local services by the majority of local residents, 

Willmott argued that they failed to create either a sense of identity or enhanced 

social interaction. Attempts to gauge the residence of the last visitor to a house 

failed to establish any discernible unit wide pattern, with 75 per cent coming from 

an area less than a quarter to a fifth the size of a unit. When residents were asked 

for the name of their neighbourhood, only 31 per cent gave it correctly, while the 

majority of the remainder gave the name of their housing estate, of which there 

were five or six within each unit. 34 Willmott claimed that though the 

neighbourhood units worked well in practical terms, they failed to create any 

genuine social interaction. 
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An alternative view of neighbourhood association within the new towns was 

presented in the annual reports of the new town Development Corporations. In 

1953, Hemel Hempstead Development Corporation recorded the first steps 

towards community interaction. The neighbourhood of Adeyfield was 'beginning 

to show some maturity, both physically and in its social development'. This was 

demonstrated by the spontaneous establishment of the Adeyfield Neighbourhood 

Council, a meeting of representatives from about thirty organisations within the 

unit. This body, assisted by the Corporation, published a bimonthly local 

magazine and was responsible for the neighbourhood meeting hall, a converted 

building site office.35 By 1955, the Adeyfield Neighbourhood Council was 

thriving and had become integrated into the social service hierarchy. The Hemel 

Hempstead Council of Social Service now had a representative on the Adeyfield 

and Bennett's End Neighbourhood Councils, while the chairman of the Bennett's 

End Neighbourhood Council had become the chairman of the Council of Social 

Service. An example of how the Adeyfield Council had grown in stature was the 

increasing use of its facilities. The newly formed Adeyfield Community 

Association, affiliated to the Neighbourhood Council, had begun negotiating with 

Hertfordshire County Council in order to lease property ' in which it can expand 

and meet the needs of other organisations prepared to affiliate with it' .36 In its 

final report, published in 1962, Hemel Hempstead Development Corporation felt 

able to congratulate itself, claiming: 'the manner in which schemes for community 

halls in the other neighbourhoods have been dealt with indicates clearly the 

gradual evolution, on the part of the local authorities and the new communities 

concerned, of a sense of responsibility in this matter' .37 
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Nevertheless, it may be asked whether this drive to acquire community property 

really indicated community interaction? An alternative view emerged from a 

working party established by the Social Services Committee of Hemel Hempstead 

Borough Council, the Local Committee of the Commission for the New Towns 

and the Dacorum Divisional Executive in January 1968. The working party 

attempted to carry out a re-appraisal of community services and facilities in 

Hemel Hempstead.38 Published in 1970 as A New Town Comes of Age, the 

working party document challenged the idea that the existence of the 

neighbourhood councils necessarily indicated a vibrant community spirit. It 

argued that the acquisition of buildings had diminished community interaction 

through the neighbourhood councils. Before the community centres had been 

built, the neighbourhood associations or councils were fairly representative of all 

local groups and organisations. However, once the centres had been constructed 

they were managed by executive committees, and these had become the central 

focus of the neighbourhood organisations. The working party concluded: ' the 

associations became less representative of the whole neighbourhood and fewer 

people were actively concerned with the affairs of the association ' .39 The 

associations had become 'preoccupied with the management of buildings to the 

detriment of their extra-mural work of providing a community voice and co

ordinating community services in their neighbourhoods'. The working party 

argued that all the neighbourhood associations in Herne! Hempstead had begun 

with mass support at meetings of all levels, particularly in attempts to raise funds 

for community buildings. However, 'as soon as the buildings were erected there 
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was a gradual decline in public support ' . This had left the neighbourhood 

associations as a rump, 'small groups of people on the Executive Committees and 

the slightly larger group of people who attend the Annual General Meeting' .40 

In the light of such evidence should the neighbourhood unit be regarded as a 

success or failure? While clearly it did not create completely cohesive 

communities, it did encourage some interaction. This fact is admitted by both 

Willmott and Pitt. 4 1 The campaigning programmes to raise funds for community 

buildings provided an easy starting point for community interaction. The fact that, 

by 1970, very few residents remained involved in the neighbourhood associations 

does not mean that the neighbourhood units should be regarded as failures. 

Instead, this fact should be considered in conjunction with some of the social 

changes that have radically changed social interaction throughout Britain, not just 

in the new towns. Two important developments are the increasing ownership of 

the car, which enabled people to move further afield than their neighbourhoods for 

entertainment and social elements, and the television, which meant that people did 

not have to leave their homes at all.42 

IV 

While the neighbourhood unit was becoming an accepted planning concept in 

Britain there was to be a dramatic departure from its American counterpart. 

Along with reinvigorating community spirit by stimulating community 

interaction, in Britain the innovation was also expected to spark a greater 

understanding and interaction between members of different social classes. It was 
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intended that residents with different income levels should live together within the 

same neighbourhoods. This went against both the evidence and accepted planning 

practice, as summarised in Dahir's The Neighbourhood Unit Plan: its spread and 

acceptance. 43 Significantly, Dahir made no claims that the neighbourhood unit 

created socially homogeneous communities. However, it is certain that this was 

firmly intended by the Labour Government. Lewis Silkin declared at the time of 

the passing of the New Towns Bill that 'the different income groups living in the 

new towns will not be separated' .44 

In its Final Report the New Towns Committee returned to its original terms of 

reference, stating that while the meaning of ' self-contained' was evident, the 

concept of a 'balanced community' was in need of greater definition. The Report 

saw the question of 'balance' in terms of social class, arguing that ' if the 

community is to be truly balanced, so long as social classes exist, all must be 

represented in it' . It continued: 

In all existing communities there is a tendency towards segregation 

by income group... If a socially homogenous community is to be 

created, a conscious and sustained policy to that end will be needed 

on the part of the agency itself, and of the leaders of local industry 

and commerce and of social activity. It will not be enough merely 

to attract a representative cross-section of the population, to locate 

skilfully the sites for houses of all classes in the vanous 

neighbourhoods, and to provide at the earliest stage suitable 

buildings for various amenities. 45 
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However, while it was committed to the concept of the socially balanced 

neighbourhood unit the Reith Committee was hazy as to how it could be achieved: 

'We believe this issue is vital to the success of these new communities; that what 

is achieved here may have an affect far beyond the field of its immediate 

application, and that there is need for much more thought and study on this 

b . 46 
su ~ect. 

Again the Reith Committee had borrowed from Design of Dwellings. 47 The 

Dudley Report pinpointed the major failing of housing during the inter-war period 

as the growth of single-class housing estates, such as Dagenham and Becontree.48 

It was hoped that once the different social classes had intermingled any tensions 

between them would disappear. The Dudley Report, following the receipt of 

much evidence, argued that various types of dwellings should be located within 

the units, suggesting that the neighbourhood should be " 'socially balanced", 

inhabited by families belonging to different ranges of income groups, or at least 

not so unbalanced as to be restricted to dwellings and families of one type or 

income level only' .49 The report claimed that this could be achieved by ' the 

grouping of the various types of dwellings in such a way that they satisfy the 

desires of the various social groups... and yet at the same time are part of the 

neighbourhood'. 50 

The policy of creating socially balanced communities was supported by senior 

figures within the Labour Government. The Minister of Health, Aneurin Bevan, 

declared: 'We have to have communities where all the various income groups of 
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the population are mixed' .51 This view was echoed by Lewis Silkin, the Minister 

of Town and Country Planning, who proclaimed: 'The first thing that we want is a 

variety of sections of the community'. Silkin wanted this variety 'in types of 

persons, in social and economic position, so that each person, each member of the 

community, may be able to make a contribution to the life of the community, and 

so that each may enrich by his experience the experience of others '. 52 

However, it appears that the policy of intermingling the different classes went 

against popular opinion. A survey carried out by Bertram Hutchinson in 

Willesden assessing popular attitudes towards the new town programme 

emphasised a preference for living in single class areas. The higher up the social 

scale Hutchinson surveyed, the stronger the preference was emphasised. 

Hutchinson concluded that it was 'contrary to the wishes of the majority of the 

Willesden people that the planning of a new town should result in the close 

intermixture of classes in the same street.' Hutchinson did suggest an alternative: 

'the planning of mixed neighbourhoods, however, is another matter, and might be 

acceptable' .53 

The master plan for the new town of Hemel Hempstead steadfastly followed the 

New Towns Committee's commitment to ensure that there was a social balance 

maintained within the town. However, the Hemel Hempst(,ad Development 

Corporation acknowledged that 'to achieve this in practice and without 

compulsion it would seem that some compromise should be made in the 

distribution of the classes of houses'. To this end each of the town's 
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neighbourhoods were to be given different class characteristics depending upon 

whether they contained subsidised (i.e. primarily working-class) or unsubsidised 

(middle-class) housing. 'Middle-class' housing would be built at a much lower 

density. For example, the 'primarily subsidised ' neighbourhood of Adeyfield 

would contain 19.3 persons per acre whilst the unsubsidised area of Warner' s End 

would contain only 11.4 persons per acre. In Hemel Hempstead, there were to be 

three neighbourhoods containing primarily subsidised housing, with two 

neighbourhoods containing a majority of unsubsidised housing. However, Herne! 

Hempstead Development Corporation did not shy away altogether from the 

prospect of socially balanced neighbourhoods, since two areas, Grovehill and 

Aspley were allocated to 'equally subsidised and unsubsidised housing'. 54 

In its final annual report before dissolution, published in 1962, Hemel Hempstead 

Development Corporation claimed that 'the desired balance has been achieved so 

far as types of occupation and income groups are concerned'. The Corporation 

attempted to justify this argument by comparing types of housing contained within 

the five neighbourhoods completed by 1960. It replaced the terms ' subsidised ' 

and ' unsubsidised ' with 'grade one ' (houses and flats with inclusive rents up to 

about 55 shillings) and ' grade two' (houses and flats renting at £ 150 per year, 

houses sold and private enterprise housing). Overall the town had an average of 

76.6 per cent 'grade one' housing and 23.4 per cent 'grade two' housing. Within 

the neighbourhoods themselves, Adeyfield (primarily unsubsidised) had 75.3 per 

cent 'grade one ' and 24. 7 per cent 'grade two ' . Examining these figures it appears 

that the neighbourhood had achieved the social balance intended in the master 
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plan. However, in Warner' s End, an area intended to be wholly unsubsidised, the 

figures matched those of Adeyfield with 78.2 per cent 'grade one' and 21.8 per 

cent 'grade two'. Bennett's End (the eventual name for the Aspley 

neighbourhood) which had been allocated to equally subsidised and unsubsidised 

housing showed the greatest amount of social balance, containing 69. 7 per cent 

'grade one ' and 30.3 per cent 'grade two'. 55 This suggests a serious failing in at 

least one of the first new towns, its predominately working class population and 

its failure to attract the middle classes in sufficient numbers. Unlike the inter-war 

metropolitan suburbs the new towns did not meet the aspirations of those 

members of the middle classes who wished to own their own homes. 56 The pre

eminence of public housing within the new towns made them an unattractive 

proposition for many members of the middle classes. 57 

The idea that the neighbourhood unit had social properties for bringing the classes 

together was finally laid to rest in 1968. The sociologist Brian Heraud carried out 

a study of the different neighbourhoods contained within Crawley new town. He 

discovered that the different neighbourhoods had 'taken on distinctive class 

characteristics ', rather than becoming class balanced areas. 58 There were two 

main factors behind this. Firstly, there were the personal preferences of those who 

moved between the neighbourhoods: middle-class families who had initially 

moved into one neighbourhood often moved out to those areas which they felt 

better represented their aspirations.59 The second reason was a change in policy 

by the Development Corporations: desperate to ensure that sufficient members of 
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the middle class moved into their towns, the corporations had begun to sponsor 

the construction of more select neighbourhoods built for owner-occupiers. 60 

The major explanation for the failure of the socially balanced neighbourhood unit 

is that, while it was an honourable intention, it failed to take an account of class 

prejudice and culture. Very few wished to live in areas that contained a mixture 

of classes. Indeed, the continuation of this policy severely hampered the abilities 

of the new town Development Corporations to attract members of the middle 

classes. This view is reinforced by several other studies of new housing 

developments in both new and existing towns which came to similar 

conclusions.61 A more realistic and less idealistic policy was required. One that 

that allowed the development of middle class areas, containing more private 

housing, and sharing public amenities with rented areas might have met with 

greater success. 

Maurice Broady, the sociologist and planner, described the use of the 

neighbourhood units as an episode where 'dubious social theory was grafted on to 

a reasonable technical solution'. 62 It is certain that the social objectives of 

promoting community and class interaction by the use of the concept met with 

only limited success. The concept did provide a basis for initial contact within the 

new towns through the formation of neighbourhood associations. However, these 

initial relationships were soon undermined by more general social changes, which 

weakened the importance of the immediate community in the majority of 

residential areas. The attempts to use the new towns to create class cohesion 
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outlines both the desire of the government to break down class barriers and its 

outright rejection by both the middle and, to a lesser extent, working classes who 

preferred to remain with the people they regarded as their own. 

V 

Another device intended to encourage social interaction within the new towns was 

the provision of community facilities. It was hoped that these would encourage 

the new town migrants to socialise and thus create a community spirit. While it 

was acknowledged that, at first, there would be no social cohesion within the new 

towns, the New Towns Committee argued that the people would soon begin to 

socialise: 'Though strangers to each other, the inhabitants will have much in 

common. They will quickly select associates sharing their diverse interests in 

religion, politics, social welfare, sports and games, study, gardening, and the arts 

and hobbies; and the creation from the void of societies and clubs for all these 

things is an absorbing interest in itself. 63 The role of the new town Development 

Corporation was to act as a facilitator, enabling this wide range of associations to 

take place. One of the primary requirements was to be the establishment of 

meeting rooms for these organisations to interact in. The New Towns Committee 

emphasised: 'At the very beginning it is essential to provide a building containing 

several rooms, capable of being used for a variety of purposes. This should 

include at least one large room for social gatherings. .. There should also be 

several smaller rooms for meetings of committees and societies'. 64 
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Yet, this was to be only a temporary measure. The Committee continued to ' urge 

the importance , so far as may be practicable, of allotting each club or group 

quarters of its own'. It argued: 'The sharing of club rooms leads to friction, and 

there is practical as well as sentimental value in individual possession' .65 These 

club buildings were to be separate from the community centres established within 

the new towns. The Reith Committee denied that it was against community 

centres. Instead it emphasised that the centres should be reserved for 'their proper 

purpose, namely, the provision of certain important communal buildings to which 

all social groups ... have access at appointed times' .66 

The importance of the community centre within the neighbourhood unit was 

outlined in Our Neighbourhood, published by the National Council of Social 

Service (NCSS). Our Neighbourhood argued that a locale 'requires a focal centre 

and ... it is likely that the life of the neighbourhood will increasingly revolve 

around the community centre'.67 However, the NCSS differed from the view of 

the Reith Committee as to who should be responsible for the provision of such 

community centres. The Reith Committee had argued that Development 

Corporations should act as facilitators providing buildings so that community 

interaction could begin. However, the NCSS claimed that because a community 

centre was 'a small scale experiment in practical democracy it can never be 

successfully imposed from above, but must be the creation of the neighbourhood 

itself. 68 
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Construction of the necessary community facilities was severely hampered by 

disagreements over who should finance the projects and a lack of clear guidance 

from the Ministry of Housing and Local Government. The Ministry's view of 

community centres was revealed in a circular issued to the new town 

Development Corporations in September 1954.69 The circular acknowledged that 

due to a lack of leadership, many Development Corporations had made a variety 

of proposals which had been considered ad hoe. The Ministry now established the 

general guiding principles for constructing community buildings. The major 

principle was that of finance. The Ministry stated: 'provision of community 

buildings is the responsibility of the local authorities and voluntary 

organisations' . 70 This was despite the fact that, due to the urgent need to reduce 

public spending, all grants for community buildings to the local authorities had 

been frozen by the government. The main source of government grants for 

community facilities was the Ministry of Education. The Ministry of Housing and 

Local Government recognised that community buildings should be an integral part 

of the new towns and declared that it would approve interim measures, funded by 

the Development Corporations, in the short term. The Ministry examined all 

amounts spent, declaring it was 'not intended that these provisions should be more 

than the minimum necessary to provide for the essential interests of the new 

· 1popu at10n. , 7 I 

By June 1955 the financial situation had eased and the Ministry of Education was 

able to recommence offering limited grants to local authorities and voluntary 

organisations. The Development Corporations were no longer allowed to provide 
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financial support for community buildings out of their own budget. A new 

Ministry of Housing and Local Government circular required the Corporations to 

'endeavour to persuade local authorities either to provide community buildings 

themselves or to assist other bodies to do so' . 72 

To ensure that local authorities did provide community buildings the Ministry had 

previously suggested that they be attached to schools, the construction of schools 

within the new towns being the sole responsibility of the local authority. 73 This 

policy was now reinforced. When community buildings were going to be 

independently situated the Minister would have to be 'satisfied as to the reasons 

why they cannot be provided as an annex to a suitable school. ' 74 Where a local 

authority was willing to provide facilities but was unable to meet the full financial 

cost alone the Development Corporation could make a financial contribution 

subject to Ministerial approval. Development Corporations were not forbidden 

from providing facilities but would have to provide justification for doing so. 

There would be no extra funding for such projects. They could only be financed 

by rent increases if the Ministry accepted that there was an urgent need. 75 

The master plan for the new town ofHemel Hempstead declared that 'each of the 

seven residential centres would have an independent hall or community centre'. 76 

However, by 1952 Adeyfield, the largest neighbourhood with a population of 

4, 500, had to make do with a disused building site hut as a community centre. 77 

The dissatisfaction of the Development Corporation was beginning to show as the 

1954 Annual Report recorded: 'while it has not been possible to provide the 
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meeting places which the Corporation which would have liked to see, at least a 

minimum has been provided to permit the beginnings of community life ' . 78 The 

Development Corporation was more open in its criticisms in 1958 noting that it 

was usually left to the Corporation to 'provide what is needed, but only after 

lengthy arguments with local authorities and the Ministry, with the consequence 

that it is late and on a meagre scale'. 79 

This report caused consternation at the Ministry of Housing and Local 

Government which wrote to the Corporation requesting 'a little concrete evidence 

on this rather elusive subject of the Government's stony-heartedness' .80 The 

response of Henry Wells, the Corporation's chairman, was to argue that the best 

evidence of 'stony-heartedness' was to be found in the Ministry circular, M. 109. 

which had discouraged the Corporation from ' submitting proposals for amenity 

facilities which really had no hope of being approved ' .81 Wells outlined some of 

the particular problems experienced by his Corporation. One of the most acute 

was the lack of an assembly hall in the centre of the town. The Corporation had 

first submitted proposals for one in 1953 but was informed by the Ministry that it 

could only be constructed if it was self-supporting. The need was now so great 

that the Corporation had established a committee with the local borough council in 

an attempt to produce a joint scheme. However, Wells felt that it was ' extremely 

doubtful whether any such project could be made to pay its own way, if it is 

expected that loan charges on the capital cost of the building are to be repaid'. 82 It 

was not only major projects which were restricted, as neighbourhood community 

centres were also affected. Wells recalled that in 1952 funds for a community 
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building in the Bennetts End neighbourhood had been cut from the Corporation 's 

budget by the Ministry. The Corporation was left with little option but to 'make 

do with two discarded wooden huts' . These 'huts' had been used as the main 

community centre for a neighbourhood of almost 9, 000 people with 44 separate 

organisations ever since and this was the cause of much frustration amongst the 

population. 83 Wells concluded by recalling that the government had allowed 

Hemel Hempstead Development Corporation over £ 23, 000, 000 to build houses, 

factories and shops but was denying them 'the highlights on which the success of 

the whole picture depends'. Wells estimated that the total capital expenditure 

required to meet all future amenity requirements was £ 150, 000. This was 

approximately 0.5 per cent of the total expenditure on the town's construction. 84 

The problems experienced by the Hemel Hempstead Development Corporation 

were replicated at Stevenage. At a meeting of the Stevenage Development 

Corporation concern was expressed at the ' suggestion that provision for 

community buildings should not be made until after the arrival of the bulk of the 

population' .85 Despite the lack of funds to provide purpose built community 

centres the Development Corporation attempted to provide facilities without 

adding to the size of rents in the new town. In the Bedwell neighbourhood, the 

Corporation provided an existing building rent free for three months on a trial 

basis. 86 In 1956 the Community Association covering the neighbourhoods of 

Broadwater and Shephall applied for a grant from Hertfordshire County Council 

towards the furnishing and running costs of the new Shephall community centre.87 
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When the application was rejected, the Development Corporation approached the 

English Electric Company Ltd., a local employer, who donated£ 650.88 

Stevenage Development Corporation also showed an ability to attract private 

funding for major amenities for the new towns. In 1954 the Corporation decided 

that a swimming pool, restaurant and dance hall was required for the town 

centre.89 Informal discussions with Ministry officials, however, revealed that 

there was no possibility for public funding for the projects.90 A further setback 

came when Mecca Ltd declined to open a dance hall because it was 'uneconomic'. 

Nevertheless the Corporation refused to be put off and a graph was sent to Mecca 

Ltd showing the anticipated growth of young people in the new town during the 

next five years.9 1 The persistence of the Corporation met with success as Mecca 

eventually signed the lease for a town centre dance hall.92 

The need for a sw1mmmg pool in Stevenage was accepted by both the 

Development Corporation and Stevenage Urban District Council. However, 

neither authority could fund the construction of one alone. The Development 

Corporation managed to obtain permission from the Ministry to contribute up to £ 

15, 000 for the pool's construction.93 Stevenage Urban District Council approved 

this plan and embarked upon a joint project with the Corporation.94 

It was not just the local authorities and Development Corporations who provided 

social amenities within the new towns. In 1959 research was carried out by a 

committee, funded by the Calouste Gulbenkian Foundation, investigating the 
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needs of youth in Stevenage. The committee found that there were three sports 

grounds owned by companies based in Stevenage. There was also an inter-works 

sports and social organisation of which all firms in Stevenage, apart from two 

small companies, were members. The inter-works organisation catered for up to 

10, 000 employees of member firms with a wide range of activities including 

outdoor and indoor sports, four dances per year and a horticultural section.95 

However, investigations in Stevenage by Peter Kuenstler, a former Research 

Fellow in youth work and the committee's secretary, revealed that the industrial 

social clubs were not universally popular. Several of those interviewed by 

Kuenstler argued that the success of the industrial clubs was damaging the 

financial success of ordinary.community centres and social clubs thus damaging 

wider social and family life within the town.96 This view was reinforced by a 

Ministry of Housing and Local Government report investigating social provision 

in new towns. The report argued that the industrial welfare provision was usually 

situated in the industrial areas away from evening bus routes. The concern was 

expressed that separate industrial facilities would 'divide the town up into 

unnecessary sectional activity whereas one of the objects of social facilities is to 

encourage cohesion and unity and the mixing of people in different walks of 

life• .97 

The planning and situation of community facilities within the new towns often 

represented the class interests and culture of the planners themselves rather than 

the migrants. The best illustration of this is in the establishment of churches and 

public houses. McKibbin has observed that, in the inter-war period England was 
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becoming 'steadily dechristianized'. Religious attendance was less likely to be a 

part of the life of a member of the urban working-class than of the rural middle

classes.98 Nevertheless, the building of churches was an integral part of new town 

construction. In Stevenage a plot was allocated in the town centre for a principal 

Anglican church by the master plan.99 By 1963 there were 26 churches 

established within the town. Stevenage Development Corporation acknowledged 

that these bodies 'clearly would not exist without considerable support'; however, 

it admitted that attendance constituted 'no higher a proportion of the adult 

population here than they do elsewhere in England' . 
100 

It was a similar picture in 

Hemel Hempstead; there the master plan anticipated one Anglican church per 

eight to ten thousand residents spread throughout the town and a Roman Catholic 

church in the town's central area. There would also be at least one Nonconformist 

chapel in each neighbourhood centre with one more in the central area. 
101 

By 

1962 the Development Corporation had completed fifteen churches or church 

halls. 102 Nevertheless, it should be noted that, despite the unspectacular 

attendance levels, the majority of the migrants did probably possess some 

religious beliefs although these were not expressed through church attendance. 
103 

While the importance of the church within working-class (and hence new town) 

communities was declining the public house remained a popular meeting-place. 

McKibbin regards it as one of 'the most common institutions of male [working

class] sociability'_ 1°4 However, many of the senior figures (and ordinary back

benchers) within the Attlee government viewed the prominent position of the pub 

in working-class culture with antipathy. 105 This distaste was reflected within the 
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new town master plans. The plan for Stevenage suggested constructing public 

houses within the town and neighbourhood centres, however, Hemel Hempstead 

failed to mention public houses at all. 106 Nevertheless, public houses were built 

within the new towns; both in the town and neighbourhood centres. By the time 

of the dissolution of Stevenage Development Corporation there were 17 public 

houses within the town; three of which were in the town centre. 107 Herne! 

Hempstead Development Corporation constructed only six new public houses in 

its lifetime; one in each neighbourhood centre. 108 In 1962 Stevenage Development 

Corporation found it necessary to defend the number of public houses it was 

constructing which, was provoking 'occasional comment'. It observed that there 

was 'no evidence that they . are abused'; there had been only nine cases of 

drunkenness dealt with by the local courts and five of these concerned non-

residents. 109 

Zweig's examination of the 'affluent worker' carried out in 1959 suggested that, 

for many members of this group the attraction of the public houses was declining. 

Zweig emphasised the 'rewards of temperance' arguing that those who drank less 

were, generally, more affluent. However, this argument is undermined by his 

admission that he only recorded the habits of total abstainers and occasional 

drinkers. 11 0 Nevertheless, it is possible ( although unproven) that migration to the 

new towns did for many people instigate a departure away from the culture of the 

pub and towards other activities both at home and elsewhere. What is certain is 

that this departure was encouraged by the new town planners who were echoing 

the actions of the 'municipal puritans' of the London County Council during the 
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Edwardian period in attempting to limit the influence of the pub in working-class 

life. 111 In working-class culture the public house was a more popular meeting

place than the church; this was not reflected in the planning of the new towns. 

The failure to provide sufficient early community facilities for the new town 

migrants illustrates five points. First, it demonstrates the gap between the aims of 

the New Towns Committee and the ability of the Development Corporations to 

implement them. The Corporations were willing to construct community centres 

but were hampered by the strict financial controls exerted by the central 

government upon Development Corporation spending. This situation was further 

exacerbated because it was lh1clear who should provide the initial finance. The 

Ministry of Housing and Local Government believed that it was the responsibility 

of the local authorities supplemented by Ministry of Education grants. However, 

the local authorities regarded the Corporations as liable. Community facilities 

were thus funded either by negotiation between Development Corporations and 

local authorities or by obtaining private funding; this could often lead to 

disagreements between Development Corporations and local authorities. 

Second, the new town Development Corporations were willing to play a full part 

in providing community facilities for the new town and were frustrated when they 

were foiled by the Ministry's financial constraints. This is demonstrated by the 

increasingly severe criticisms of government policy by Herne] Hempstead 

Development Corporation. The campaign for greater community provision as 

carried out both publicly, in the annual reports, and in private correspondence. A 
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further example is in the willingness of Stevenage Development Corporation to 

persuade English Electric Co. to contribute to the Broadwater and Shephall 

Community Association. 

The third factor is to re-emphasise that some central provision of community 

facilities was necessary. The industrial sports and social clubs were a valuable 

addition to new town life but they did not enhance community interaction 

throughout the whole town. Attendance at functions organised by industrial social 

clubs resulted in interaction with colleagues rather than neighbours.11 2 

However, taking into account the arguments of the National Council of Social 

Service, the failure to provide adequate community facilities may not have been a 

disaster. The paucity of community buildings may have actually served to 

stimulate community interaction. As in Hemel Hempstead, it provided a common 

cause to bind the community together. The campaign by new town residents to 

obtain community buildings amounted to a 'small experiment in practical 

democracy' which might not have been seen if sufficient community facilities had 

been provided immediately. 

Finally, the planning and construction of community facilities within the ne~ 

towns was based upon assumptions and perceptions of working-class culture by 

middle-class planners, politicians and officials. As such they often reflected 

middle-class values and attitudes. However, it is difficult to assess whether 

misreadings of working-class culture and society such as the primacy of the 
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church over the public house as a meeting-place were a deliberate attempt to 

create 'respectable communities' within the new towns or out of ignorance of 

working-class life. 

VI 

One of the key figures responsible for ensunng the successful growth of 

community spirit within the new towns was the social development officer, 

sometimes also known as social relations or public relations officer. In a section 

of the final report, entitled 'organisation and administration', the New Towns 

Committee sought to define the key tasks of the executive staff of the 

Development Corporations. Amongst the roles considered was that of the public 

relations officer. The public relations officer's duty was to represent the views 

and actions of the Development Corporations to the new town residents . 

However, that was not to be the full extent of interaction with the new town 

residents. The officer was also charged with reflecting the 'reactions and desires' 

· 113of the population back to the Corporatlon. The role of the public relations 

officer was to provide a two-way means of communication between the 

Development Corporation and the population of the new towns in an attempt to 

ensure that the town was constructed in accordance with the wishes of the people. 

The first Social Development Officer (SDO) appointed by Stevenage 

Development Corporation was the social researcher and academic Charles 

Madge. 114 Divisions were soon to arise between the Social Development Office 

and the Corporation's other officers. At a Corporation meeting in October 194 7 
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the Chairman, Sir Thomas Gardiner, felt the need to stress 'the importance of co

operation between the SDO's department and other departments'. 11 5 There was 

also disagreement between the SDO and the rest of the Corporation over the text 

of a publicity booklet for the new town. 11 6 

It appears that the Development Corporation did not regard the role of an SDO as 

a full-time one. At a Corporation board meeting in 1948 it was suggested that the 

SDO temporarily spend six days per month assisting the Development 

Corporation at Peterlee. 11 7 In fact the only reason that Madge did not go to 

Peterlee was due to Development Corporation there declining the offer as not 

practicable. 118 A further example of how low a priority social development 

concerns were for the Development Corporation occurred in 1949. The Social 

Development Office wished to send a member of its staff to the Peckham Pioneer 

Health Centre for four weeks. It was intended that the Social Development Office 

would learn about the provision of facilities and sites for community needs. The 

SDO strongly supported this proposal but it was rejected by the rest of the 

· 11 9Corporation as not necessary at the time. 

Patience with the Social Development Office within the Development Corporation 

was beginning to run out. In 1950 the Chairman, Deputy Chairman and Gener~} 

Manager reviewed the existing staff position in the light of the prevailing 

economic climate. As a result it was decided that: 'the Social Development 

Department should be closed down, and that the work upon which they are 

engaged should be divided between other departments as appropriate' .120 Madge 

133 



was later to become assistant Director of Social Research at the University of 

Birmingham. 12 1 A former Deputy Social Relations Officer of Stevenage 

Development Corporation claimed that it was conflict between the Social 

Development Office and the other officers of the Corporation which had led to the 

department's winding up in 1950. He noted: 'Both the General Manager and the 

Architect/Planners regarded Social Development Officers as some kind of 

threat' . 122 The closure of the Social Development Office in 1949 was justified in 

the Development Corporation's Annual Report. The Corporation claimed: 

'experience has shown that, after the initial period of planning, responsibility [ for 

social development] is better devolved upon other departments which are more 

directly concerned'. The Corporation argued that social development 'is not a 

thing apart and must be the direct concern of every one of the Corporation's 

officers'. 123 Nevertheless, there is no evidence to suggest that there was ever a 

formal division of responsibility for social development between the 

Corporation's officers. 

The post of Social Relations Officer, as it was to become known, was to remain 

vacant in Stevenage until 1954 when Tom Hampson was appointed to the 

position.124 The semantic twist from having an officer in charge of 'social 

relations' rather than 'social development' should be noted. It was more a role in 

public relations than exerting an active influence on the behalf of the new town 

residents . The appointment denoted a realisation that the public relations of the 

Corporation left a lot to be desired. This was the main focus of Hampson' s 

attention despite the fact that the role actually included a wide range of other 
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duties such as community development and research. 125 However, the role of 

Social Relations Officer remained a junior one when compared to other positions 

within the Corporation. The standard salary for other officers within the 

Corporation such as the Chief Architect and Planner was £ 2, 200 p.a. but the 

Social Relations Officer's salary was only£ I, 600.126 

The former Deputy Social Relations Officer recalled that problems were caused 

by the poorly defined objectives of the position. 'This combination of public 

relations with community development and research has got a certain ... 

potentiality for conflict in itself. 127 This view was reinforced by a 195 5 Ministry 

of Housing and Local Government minute. This suggested that the problem for 

the Stevenage Social Relations Officer was that ' terms of reference have not been 

defined with any firmness and the chap does not know exactly what he ought to be 

doing' .128 

The experience of the Social Development Office at Stevenage underlines the 

problems ofhaving an employee of the Development Corporation acting on behalf 

of the new town 'community'. It is almost certain that Madge' s position was 

undermined by a series of personality clashes. This was probably unavoidable 

given that the nature of his task demanded he take a lay person's view of planning 

questions. The role of a Social Development Officer was an ambiguous and 

difficult one. It was not assisted by a Development Corporation more interested in 

the practical problems posed by the construction of Stevenage rather than the 

theoretical questions which would have been answered by sending a 
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representative to the Peckham Health Centre. The appointment of a Social 

Relations Officer showed a change in tactics by the Corporation. The move was 

fuelled by a need to get the Corporation's message across rather than a desire to 

open a two-way communication. It is significant that Hemel Hempstead 

Development Corporation experienced no such problems with their ' Social 

Development Officer'. This is probably because the appointment was actually 

entitled 'Public Relations Officer', leaving no doubt as to which direction the 

officer's first loyalty should lie in. 

VII 

The New Towns Committee, -the Ministry of Housing and Local Government and 

the Development Corporations attempted to provide the basis for community 

interaction by use of the neighbourhood unit concept and community facilities . 

They were undoubtedly correct to do so. Both concepts provided a basis for the 

new communities to interact. Their failings, excepting the idealistic notion of 

socially balanced communities, were due to problems that were practical, for 

example insufficient finance, rather than philosophical. Ironically, however, the 

difficulties in providing adequate community facilities actually increased 

community interaction in the short term. People living in neighbourhoods without 

community centres usually campaigned together to get one. 

A more notable mistake was the notion that a member of the Development 

Corporation staff could reflect the views of the 'community' to the Corporations, 

but within a situation wherein the Corporations did not actively support SDOs. 
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The ambiguity of the role led to problems and a shift of emphasis away from 

social development and on to public relations. It was left to the 'community ' to 

make their own representations to the Development Corporations. This 

'community action' will be examined m the next chapter. 
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Chapter Six. 

The maturine new towns. 

I 

This chapter examines the impact of the structural changes made to the 

administration of the new towns during the 1960s. The most significant of these 

changes was the winding up of several new town Development Corporations and 

the handing over of their assets to the newly instituted New Towns Commission in 

1962. This change signalled that the towns were approaching the end of their 

development phase and becoming 'normal' towns. The chapter argues that, while 

many regarded the introduction of the Commission as a betrayal and an affront to 

democracy, it was conceived as a sensible compromise measure. The 

Commission marked an attempt to keep the new town assets in public ownership 

without forcing the local authorities to repay the massive Exchequer loans which 

had funded them. However, while this was a sensible ideal, the failure to hand 

sufficient housing to the new town local authorities severely restricted their ability 

to govern effectively. The local authorities were unable to provide housing for the 

'second generation' of new town residents and this left them reliant upon 

assistance from the Commission. This omission seriously undermined the ability 

of the local authorities to act independently and to assume their rightful position in 

the local political administration. 
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II 

The future administrative structure of the new towns was discussed by the New 

Towns Committee in its Second Interim Report. 1 Two possible options were 

considered. Once the new towns were completed their assets should either revert 

to the local authority or to an agency which would act as land owner and estate 

manager. The Reith Committee saw advantages in both options: 

Experience has shown that the quality and efficiency of local 

authorities are closely related to the degree ofresponsibility which 

they possess. One advantage of democratic forms of government is 

that the public possession of power can stimulate a public sense of 

responsibility. 2 

The Committee hypothesised that 'the citizens of a new town will accept their 

civic responsibilities with added eagerness if they know that the town will 

ultimately belong to them in the most exact sense'. However, the Committee 

believed there could be problems if the new towns were to become the sole 

domain of the local authority. Some Committee members felt that there were 

'disadvantages and dangers in the one body being landlord': They argued that 

there were 'substantial areas of towns owned by local authorities', but there was 

no case where the entire area of a town is so owned. The Committee believed that 

'the problems which are inseparable from monopoly might present themselves 

here' .3 

It is clear that the New Towns Committee was divided over what should happen to 

the new towns upon their completion. However, it was the majority view that 'it 
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may prove unwise to combine the functions of landowner and local authority in a 

single body' .4 The Committee left the ultimate decision for future generations 

noting that: 'the matter will be unlikely to need decision for some twenty years, 

and the issue may be determined in the meantime by national land policy. ' 5 

The ambivalent approach of the New Towns Committee was reflected in the New 

Towns Act itself. Once the local Development Corporation had been wound up 

the Minister could transfer responsibility for the new towns either to the local 

authority or to another statutory undertaker.6 However, while the legislation was 

ambiguous the message from the Labour Government was clear. At the second 

reading of the New Towns Bill, Lewis Silkin, the Minister for Town and Country 

Planning, stated: 

It is the intention when the development of a new town is 

substantially complete, to wind up the corporation, and, by 

agreement with the local authorities, to transfer the assets and 

liabilities of the corporation to the local authority.7 

Local authority control was regarded as the natural consequence of the new towns 

reaching maturity by the Labour Government. Indeed there is little reason to 

suggest that the Conservative Party disagreed with this proposal. There were no 

objections raised as the Bill passed through Parliament. In 1953 the Economic 

Policy Committee of the Cabinet received a memorandum from Harold 

Macmillan, the Minister of Housing and Local Governm~nt. The memorandum 

discussed the new towns and decentralisation policy in the light of the difficult 

economic climate.8 Admittedly financial considerations were probably uppermost 
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in Macmillan's thoughts. However, this did not prevent him from concluding: 

'When it is possible to legislate we can amend the law to provide that a new town 

undertaking can be handed over to the local authority of the area as soon as there 

is an authority able to take it' .9 Macmillan suggested that rather than waiting until 

the new towns were completed before handing over their assets to local 

authorities, the Development Corporations should be wound up as soon as there 

was a capable local government administrative framework established. The 

implication of this suggestion, which was never implemented, was that the local 

authorities were regarded as the eventual beneficiaries of the assets of the 

Development Corporation. It was nev~r suggested that it would be undesirable to 

have the local authorities in sole administrative charge of the new towns. 

However, despite this apparent consensus there remained uncertainty over the 

future of the new towns. This was reinforced by the lack of a clear Ministerial 

statement upon the subject. In December 1955 Stevenage Urban District Council 

attempted to discover the Minister of Housing and Local Government's intentions 

as to the new town's future. 10 The Minister's response declared that he was 'not 

yet ready to make any statement on this subject.' 11 The Urban District Council 

followed up this correspondence in July 1956. The Clerk of the Council observed: 

'My council would be glad to hear whether the Minister has yet considered this 

matter further, as it is very difficult for them to plan their future administration 

unless they know the extent of the responsibilities which.. are likely to devolve 

upon the authority in the future' .12 Once more, however, the Ministry was unable 

• 13to make a firm commitment. 
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Nevertheless, there were ongoing discussions as to the future ownership of the 

assets of the new towns within the Ministry. These deliberations signalled a move 

away from the anticipated policy. Geoffrey Block, of the Conservative Research 

Department, argued in correspondence with the Ministry that the liquidation of the 

Development Corporations 'need not take place until the towns are completed in, 

say 15 years' time.' However, Block felt that 'a policy decision should be arrived 

at soon because some of the New Towns are beginning to show nominal "profits" 

on their balance-sheets, which may give rise to political and other pressure.' 14 

Block reinforced his argument by discussing the 'financial problems of a new 

town'. 15 This was a Conservative Research Department paper based upon a recent 

visit to the new town of Crawley. The conclusions of the paper noted that: 

Sooner or later the assets of the New Town Development 

Corporations will be handed over to democratically elected local 

authorities. This poses a political problem. There is a great danger 

of councillors making political promises about the use of the New 

Towns' profitable assets. Signs are not wanting that this influence 

is already at work. 16 

Block considered that one possible solution to the problem would be to allow the 

local authority to have, in addition to the public services, of the town only 'a 

proportion of the houses equivalent to what a normal town of comparable size 

would have in the way of council houses'. The remainder of the property could 

'go to a holding trust or similar body'. 17 He suggested that this body 'might take 
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over the commercial and industrial property and those houses which are not 

allocated to the local authorities' .18 

In February 1956 the Minister of Housing and Local Government met with the 

Conservative Parliamentary Sub-Committee on New Towns. The major topic of 

the meeting was to be the future of the new towns programme. A briefing note for 

the Minister clearly spelled out the Conservative Government's attitude towards 

the possibility of handing over the assets of the new towns to local authorities. 

Property - ownership on the grand scale is not a proper function of 

local government. Apart from housing, no local authority is a 

landlord on anything like the same scale as the development 

corporations. Moreover, the authorities will be young and 

inexperienced, nothing like as competent in the field as, for 

example, Birmingham and Manchester. 19 

The fear was also expressed that the local authority holding so much property 

might lead to corruption. The note continued that there was 'already evidence that 

they might use their exceptional powers to serve rather undesirable political 

ends. '
20 

However, the Conservatives did not seek to exclude the local authorities 

from their key administrative role within the new towns. The note observed that 

discussions on the future of new towns had been confused by the 'failure to 

distinguish between government and ownership'. It emphasised: 'No one disputes 

that local government should carry out its functions in Ne'_Y Towns as in any other 

town' .2 1 Nevertheless, while it was opposed to the complete transfer of assets to 
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local authorities the Conservative Government was not wholeheartedly in favour 

of the privatisation of the new towns. 

If one hundred per cent transfer to local authorities is objectionable, 

so also is one hundred per cent transfer to private enterprise, which 

would undoubtedly be bitterly opposed on political grounds and 

would not in any case be good business from the Exchequer's point 

of view. What seems to be required is a judicious mixture, 

including the local authorities, private enterprise and the state.22 

While the future control of the new towns assets was being discussed and debated 

both within the Ministry and elsewhere, the lack of an official government 

statement on the subject only served to fuel rumour and speculation. At a meeting 

of the Supply Committee in July 1956, the Labour MP for Kettering, G. R. 

Mitchison, attempted to clarify the situation. He observed: 'The local authorities 

have been continually expecting that these new towns would be handed back to 

them and they are gravely concerned now by rumours that the Minister does not 

intend that to happen. '23 However, the Minister of Housing and Local 

Government, Duncan Sandys, failed to respond to these comments. It was left to 

Enoch Powell, his Parliamentary Secretary, to inform the Committee that the 

Minister was ' in consultation with the corporations themselves on the subject and 

it is his intention, in due course to make a statement. ' 24 Nevertheless, the attitude 

of much of the Conservative Party to the subject was revealed by the MP for 

Epping, Graeme Finlay. He stated: 'We do not want to see the local authorities 

owning all the houses' arguing that this 'would be a step backwards.' 25 
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The Government was not the only body considering the future of the new towns. 

In January 1956 the journal of the Town and Country Planning Association also 

discussed the issue. Amongst the contributors was Philip Ireton.26 He was a 

member of both Stevenage Development Corporation and Stevenage Urban 

District Council. Ireton began by emphasising the financial contribution which 

the district council had made by the provision of services such as refuse disposal 

and water supply. This economic commitment on behalf of the council had left 

many members of the local authority feeling that 'the locality should be 

recompensed by the sharing in any profits arising from local development'. He 

also emphasised the need for the new towns to be controlled by those accountable 

to the local population. However, Ireton also feared that if assets were entirely 

controlled by the local authorities ' the fact that such a large proportion of electors 

and possibly representatives would be tenants of the authority controlling the 

properties might create considerable difficulties in policy management' .27 If local 

authority control was not acceptable, what then were the alternatives? One 

possibility was the sale to private interests. Ireton suggested that this 'ought not to 

be entertained'. He feared that 'standards of maintenance might be sacrificed in 

the interests of profit, and planning standards might well be lowered in extra 

development or re-development. ' 28 Having rejected both of the more extreme 

alternatives Ireton suggested that the balance of advantage could lie in the 

'management being vested in a public trust on which the local authority had a 

strong, if not a majority, representation.' 29 The advantage of this was that it WQuld,. 

avoid the dangers perceived to arise from total local authority control while 

retaining an element of local accountability. 
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The future destination of the new town assets was also discussed by the Executive 

Committee of the Town and Country Planning Association. A series of meetings 

highlighted the wide range of opinion on the subject. Lord Silkin, the Minister 

responsible for the introduction of the first New Towns Act claimed that 'Unified 

control over the towns' future development was essential to the integration of old 

and new, particularly where the old part of the town comprised a substantial part 

of the whole.' Silkin believed that 'the local authority was the only body through 

which this integration and unified control could be achieved.' He felt that the 

local authorities 'would always put the public interest of the locality first, while 

any other management body might be primarily concerned with achieving a 

maximum profit'; while the fear that local councils might act irresponsibly by 

lowering new town housing rents was, he argued, 'misguided. ' 30 

However, this view was opposed by William Hart, General Manager of Hemel 

Hempstead Development Corporation, and later the Clerk of London County 

Council. Hart claimed that 'unified control over the town's future functioning and 

development was not essential.' He argued that 'the reservation of the freehold to 

the public authority was an advantage, but would never be as effective as it had 

often been in the hands of a large private landowner.' With this in mind Hart felt 

that 'the final form of management should not be decided too quickly'. Instead 

Hart recommended that some transitional form of management should be.. 
instituted although 'the possibility of eventual local authority take-over should be 

kept open.' He suggested that for this transitional period a 'management body 
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could be developed which would eventually be quite different from the present 

development corporation.' One possible answer would be ' to establish a national 

body controlled by a paid board, with local branches in the new towns ' .31 

Alternative views came from Lord Beveridge who was 'most emphatically against 

handing over new towns to the local authorities';32 while John Watson, a member 

of the original New Towns Committee, suggested that a compromise was 

required. He proposed ' something half-way between the Development 

Corporation and District Council set up' . Watson believed that ' instead of a 

government-sponsored corporation it might be better to have a joint management 

corporation for more than one town, _perhaps composed of appointees from the 

district and country councils, with the appropriate Minister also making 

appointments. ' 33 

In February 1956 the Town and Country Planning Association held a public 

meeting to discuss the future destination of the new town assets. A report of the 

meeting in the Manchester Guardian outlined the differing opinions about the 

subject. G. S. Lindgren, a former Parliamentary Secretary to the Planning 

Ministry, urged that the assets should revert to the local authorities. However, this 

was opposed by Peter Self, lecturer in public administration at the London School 

of Economics. He argued that while a proportion of funds should be handed to the 

local authorities the majority should return to the Exchequer to fund the 

construction of further new towns. Self also stated that he fe lt that it would be.. 
unwise to mix the functions of ownership and provision of services within a single 

local authority. As the opposition to local authority ownership increased the 
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newspaper observed that ' it was generally agreed that if local authorities were 

considered unsuitable the only acceptable alternative was some form of civic 

trust ' . 34 With such a wide range of political and expert opinion it appeared to the 

government that a public trust would be the only acceptable compromise. 

III 

The Government's intentions were finally clarified during a debate on local 

government in July 1957. The Minister of Housing and Local Government, Henry 

Brooke, announced that the question of the future of the new towns had been 

examined by the Government. It had ~reached the conclusion that it would not be 

the best plan to transfer wholesale to the local authorities the ownership of the 

properties which are now in the hands of the corporations ' .35 Instead Brooke 

proposed 'to establish a new agency to take over the property and liability of the 

corporations in England and Wales as they are wound up. ' However, Brooke 

attempted to reassure interested parties that the final definition of the legislation 

was not completed. The Government was prepared to consult 'local authority 

representatives and with other expert opinion. ' 36 Brooke was quick to emphasise 

that this policy was not an attempt to diminish the position of local government. 

'The local authorities of the new town areas are, and will continue to be, 

responsible for all normal local government services just as similar authorities are 

elsewhere. ' 37 

Nevertheless, Brooke's statement caused consternation within the new towns. 

The response of Stevenage Urban District Council was to write to the Ministry 
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once more to re-emphasise their view that upon the winding up of the 

Development Corporation the assets of Stevenage should be transferred to the 

Council itself. It urged the Minister to 'reconsider his decision and to discuss the 

problems arising in connection with new towns with the local authorities 

concerned.' However, a hand-written civil service note on the letter observed that 

' a decision and a general statement of policy are not quite the same thing.' 38 The 

possibility that the Minister's speech would be misinterpreted by local authorities 

was also considered by Duff, the General Manager of Stevenage Development 

Corporation. He wrote to the Ministry noting that the District Council have 

'evidently assumed that the "agency" l:,bout which the Minister spoke, would be in 

the form of private agency to whom the town ' s assets would be sold.' 39 Duff, and 

the Development Corporation, was under no such misapprehension. 'It was clear 

to us, however, that the Minister had in mind a public agency, similar to the 

British Transport Commission for example, and not one belonging to or run by 

any private commercial interests.' Nevertheless Duff admitted that the statement 

had produced 'a spate of local comment'. He suggested that the Ministry's press 

office should 'issue some kind of warning to the local authorities in the New 

Town areas against jumping to sudden conclusions of this kind.' Duff argued that 

if this were done it 'might save harmful speculation on their part and ease the way 

for whatever form of management the Minister may ultimately decide upon. '
40 

The Minister's statement certainly attracted comment within Stevenage. .The 

Stevenage Residents' Federation also expressed their views to the Ministry. In 

March 1957 a resolution was passed which 'opposes suggestions that the town 

194 



should be handed over to some body other than a local authority' .41 At its meeting 

in August 1957 Stevenage Trades Council passed a unanimous resolution that it 

' strongly opposes any proposal to hand over the New Towns to any body other 

than the rightful one, namely the Local Authority in each area. ' 42 Further 

discontent was expressed by the South East Midlands District of the Communist 

Party: 'We protests (sic) most vehemently against this proposal'.43 It prophesied 

that 'such a measure will be bitterly resented by the people and the Labour 

organisations of the New Towns and will call forth a stream of protest as the 

intentions of the Government become apparent. ' 44 

Nevertheless, the New Towns Bill was debated at its second reading on 1 

December 1958.45 The Bill proposed that when the Minister was satisfied that the 

Development Corporations had completed their task their assets would be 

transferred to a public body, the New Towns Commission, rather than to the local 

authorities. The Bill was introduced by the Parliamentary Secretary to the 

Minister of Housing and Local Government, J. R. Bevins. He outlined the three 

main reasons as to why transfer of new town assets to local authorities would be 

undesirable.46 The first factor was that it would leave local councils owning 

' about three-quarters of all the properties in the district and perhaps even more.' 47 

Bevins argued that 'property ownership, certainly ori a scale like this, is outside 

the normal functions of local government in this country. ' 48 Bevins believed that 

the local authorities would not be up to the task of administrating such, large 

amounts of property. Bevins' second point was that local government ownership 

was 'undesirable both on social grounds and on general considerations of the 
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proper functions of elected local authorities.' 49 He claimed that 'estate 

management should be stable and that, generally speaking, it is unwise to mix it 

with politics.' 50 The third strand of Bevins' argument was a financial one. A 

large amount of central government funds had been invested into the new towns 

programme. While the towns remained unfinished new town property remained 

below its true market value. Bevins suggested that this was 'not a good moment 

for a financial settlement of transfer terms, whether it be to a local authority or 

anybody else.' 51 He reaffirmed that the new towns were 'the taxpayers ' 

investment and we think we are wise to wait for some years until we can see at 

what level the value of the investment settles down.' 52 Bevins concluded his 

arguments against local authority control by observing that 'ownership and 

government are not only two different things, but that, like oil and water, they do 

not mix.' 53 

It was proposed that amongst the powers given to the Commission would be the 

authority to sell new town property to private concerns. However, Bevins' 

emphasised that the 'selling of properties is certainly not one of the main purposes 

for which the Commission is set up.' Rather, the main duty would be to 'maintain 

and enhance the value of the estate and the return which it gets from it, but in 

doing so it is to have regard to the general interests of the town and the 

convenience and welfare of the people'. 54 Bevins did not intend that the creation 

of the Commission would lead to a lack of discussion about the indiyidual 

circumstances affecting each town under its control. There would be a series of 

local committees to avoid this. These Committees would 'maintain good relations 
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between the Commission and the townspeople' in addition to ensuring that 'local 

wishes and local needs are understood and respected by the Commission.' Bevins 

believed that 'the local committee should work in close co-operation with the 

local authority and should include people who command local confidence. ' 55 

The attack from the Labour opposition mainly centred upon the failure to hand 

over new town assets to the local authorities. The Bill was denounced by G. R. 

Mitchison, the MP for Kettering, as 'the very opposite of democracy.' He claimed 

the Bill would release 'uncontrolled bureaucracy.' and that 'democracy is down 

the drain and any local power, any scheme for allowing people to run their own 

affairs, has all gone. ' 56 Hugh Dalton considered that the Bill handed over 'the 

assets of the Development Corporation to bureaucratic bumbledom in Whitehall.' 

He feared that the Commission would consist of 'a group of people set up by the 

Minister who have no living touch or contact with the new towns, who meet in 

Whitehall and who are wholly without knowledge of the special requirements of 

the new towns except what they may get from the local committees. ' 57 This 

charge was rejected by Martin Maddan, the Conservative MP for Hitchin and 

Stevenage; he observed that 'this is exactly the same system as at present exists 

for local hospital management committees and many other services. ' 58 The views 

of the new town residents were expounded by G. M. Thompson, the Labour MP 

for Dundee East, who lived in Harlow. Thompson argued that the new town 

residents 'regarded this matter as having already been decided by Parliame~t. ' In 

1946 there was little dissent from the view that local authorities would be the final 

inheritors of the new towns programme. Thompson felt that 'the people of the 
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new towns have a certain justification for feeling that they have been badly misled 

and let down in discovering that this change is being thrust upon them' . 59 

The New Towns Bill was described by The Economist as 'a fairly sensible but not 

very imaginative attempt to tackle a thorny subject.' It regarded the idea of a 

central commission as a ' remote unattractive monster,' while the concept of local 

committees was dismissed as ' rather a feeble safeguard.' However, it was also 

critical of the opposition's approach. It felt that 'no general arguments about local 

self-government can justify turning a particular group of small local councils into 

large-scale landlords of property which they have neither financed nor developed 

themselves. ' 60 

The Bill also received a lukewarm response from the Executive Committee of the 

Town and Country Planning Association. In a statement the Executive claimed 

that it was 'difficult to see the advantages of having such a body' as the New 

Towns Commission. Nevertheless, having accepted that this was now inevitable 

it considered that it would be 'essential that there should be devolution of local 

estate management to separate local bodies'.61 Thus local matters could be dealt 

with individually and, to a certain extent, local accountability could be 

maintained. 

Despite the protests from the opposition, and the charges of betrayal from local 

councils, it does not appear that the Commission was introduced simply because 

the Government was against increasing the powers of local government. There 
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were sound financial reasons behind the introduction of the policy. The new 

towns programme had been funded by loans from the Treasury and it had been 

anticipated that this outlay would be repaid as the towns became profitable. A 

Ministry of Housing and Local Government official argued that ' the local 

authorities could not pay all the loan charges due, [to the Exchequer] without 

putting a burden on the rates which they would not (and I think could not) 

accept. ' 62 However, the Ministry did consider writing off significant amounts in 

order to encourage the local government ownership of services. One example was 

the new town sewerage works. The official admitted 'we are prepared to let them 

have these for 50 per cent of the written value (this is confidential) if that proves -

as we think it may - the best bargain we could get.' If the local authorities were 

to take over new town assets this would leave them paying back central 

government loans at increasing rates as their towns became more profitable. This 

'would create an intolerable relationship between the Department and the 

authorities.' He continued: 'we shou1d want to have a say in what they spent; as 

that would affect their payments to us.' Indeed the official believed that the 

creation of a Commission would help secure the financial position of the new 

towns. He believed that ' it may be several years before some of the towns are 

paying their way. ' 63 It was suggested that 'it seems reasonable that the state 

should retain ownership of all, so that the more profitable can help the less.' 

There appears to have been little intention to 'privatise' the new towns assets. The 

minute noted that, regarding the freehold of the town, ' the opposition wi!l want 

this to remain in public ownership' . 64 This view was echoed by ' quite a lot of 

non-political expert opinion.' The Ministry expected that 'most of the freehold 
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will be retained in public ownership for many years under the Government plan.' 

Thus, 'the pass will not be sold, at any rate for several years.' 65 

The Conservative Government believed that the introduction of the Commission 

was the best possible option and had been greatly concerned by rumours that 

Labour would oppose the Bill. A Ministry of Housing and Local Government 

official believed that this would be 'disastrous for the towns. ' 66 He continued: 

'the opposition might well decide to slant the Commission a little differently ( e.g. 

to prohibit any disposal of freehold) but they need not destroy it.' The civil 

servant appeared incredulous that the Labour spokesman, Mitchison, would 

oppose the Bill as he had 'seen the problem on the ground - at Corby' (in 

Mitchison's constituency). He suggested that Mitchison 'cannot believe in 

immediate hand-over to the local authorities.' The official believed that it would 

be 'in the interest of the New Towns that disagreement over the future should be 

limited to emphasis and not become root and branch.' A hand-written note from 

the Minister, Henry Brooke, attached to the minute revealed the crux of the 

matter. He anticipated that: 

everything depends on whether the new bodies are to be disposal or 

management authorities. It is fear of the former which drives the 

opposition to oppose: and I cannot see· that we can pledge ourselves 

that they will not be disposal powers. 67 

However the official felt that this was not, at present, a serious issue. 'It is' .~ 

understood that the time may come when there will be a real difference of 

opinion; whether properties should be sold off to private interests or the towns 
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wholly retained in public ownership.' However, he believed 'that day is many 

years off.' 68 

The major reason for the introduction of the Commission for New Towns was as a 

compromise measure. The Conservative Government found both of the available 

options of either selling off the new town assets to private concerns or transferring 

them wholesale to local authorities as unattractive solutions. The Commission 

was regarded by some as an attempt to undermine the position and power of local 

government. However, this does not fit with the fact that the government was 

prepared to make financial losses to transfer key assets to local authorities. The 

Commission was instigated for sound practical and financial reasons. This is 

illustrated by the experience of the Labour Government and its subsequent 

attempts to reverse the policy. 

IV 

With the election of the first Wilson Government in 1964 control of new towns 

policy passed to a Labour Party which had opposed the creation of the New 

Towns Commission and vowed to reverse it. The Labour Party manifesto for the 

1966 election stated: 'we shall fulfil our promise to bring real democratic self

government to those which are fully grown, by the ·abolition of the New Towns 

Commission. ' 69 This view was emphasised by Richard Crossman, the 

Parliamentary Secretary to the Ministry of Housing and Local Governmeqt, in a 

speech to Parliament. He argued that local authorities 'should be allowed, and 

indeed encouraged, to take the leading role in guiding the fortunes of the 
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completed new town. ' 70 However, despite this rhetoric a civil servant regarded 

Labour Party policy as taking 'a very moderate line.' Rather than attempting to 

remove the Commission's powers Labour sought to weaken its dominance by 

passing control of new town housing to the local authority. Nevertheless, the civil 

servant observed that a Labour Party paper discussing the future of the new towns 

failed either 'to introduce any strong arguments for the transfer of housing assets ' 

or 'recommend a transfer of other assets to the local authorities. ' 71 

In 1966 the Labour Government established a working party to examine future 

new towns policy. The memorandum from the working party discussed three 

main areas: the future destination of the assets of the Development Corporation's 

when they were wound up; the timing of the winding up of the Corporations; and, 

future policy of the Development Corporations. This discussion led on to two 

other practical questions: who should manage new town assets; and, who should 

receive the profits from these assets?72 

The working party recommended that ' all rented housing, garages and incidental 

open space, and any residential leasehold sites owned by the Corporation, should 

be transferred to the District Council on the winding up of the Development 

Corporation. ' 73 However, despite this commitment the working party was not 

convinced that the entire housing stock should remain in public ownership once it 

had been taken over by the local authority. It noted that ' there is a demanct for a 

much higher proportion of owner occupation in New Towns. ' Thus the party 

endorsed the view that there was 'a very strong case for selling a substantial 
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proportion of the Corporation/Commission housing stock in these towns to 

Corporation tenants.' It suggested that all sales 'should be at market price, the 

proceeds going to the Exchequer. ' 74 The policy of increasing owner-occupation 

was in line with the demands of the new town residents. 75 

However, while the question of the future destination of the new town housing 

stock was fairly clear cut for the working party, industrial and commercial assets 

posed a much thornier problem. The two options available to them were to either 

transfer the assets to the local authorities or maintain them in central control via 

the New Towns Commission. The working party attempted to reach a 

compromise. While neighbourhood centres were to be transferred to the councils, 

the larger commercial assets would be retained by central government. Local 

accountability would thus be maintained in those areas which affected ratepayers 

most directly. The party argued that to hand over the major commercial assets to 

local authorities 'would be to enrich arbitrarily a body of ratepayers who are 

already more fortunate than the ratepayers of many old towns.' Furthermore, the 

working party hoped that when commercial assets began to earn significant profits 

it was right that these could be used 'to relieve the burden on the taxpayer of 

financing the unprofitable early stages oflater new towns.' 76 

However, the working party was unsure as to how this central holding 

organisation should be organised. One option considered was the creation of a 
... 

'national corporation' which would supervise and finance new town development 

while practical and management details would be dealt with by the local 
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corporations.77 This idea was endorsed by the Joint Parliamentary Secretary to the 

Minister ofHousing and Local Government, Bob Mellish. He noted that 'we have 

got to honour our pledge to wind up the New Towns Commission and transfer to 

local authorities some of the assets of completed new towns. ' 78 However, this 

policy was questioned by Arthur Skeffington, the Joint Parliamentary Secretary at 

the Ministry of Housing and Local Government. While he believed that there was 

'much to be said' for the concept of a national corporation he feared that it would 

have to be presented carefully. He regarded it as important that 'it ought not to 

appear that we are winding up one body (in accordance with pledges) in order to 

substitute another central institution.' Furthermore, he reminded the Minister that 

the National Executive Committee of the Labour Party had, in 1964 reaffirmed 

that 'the ultimate ownership of New Town assets should lie with the local 

authority. ' 79 

The attempts of the Wilson Government to reverse the new towns policy and 

dissolve the Commission ended in failure. Discussions as to how the Commission 

should be wound up ended with the Labour Government considering the 

implementation of a measure which replicated the administrative machinery 

introduced under the Conservatives almost exactly. By concentrating its 

discussions upon introducing wholesale changes to new town administration the 

Labour Party missed an opportunity to tackle the practical problems facing the 

new towns by transferring housing stock to local au#thority control. The new 

administrative framework introduced by the Conservatives caused difficulties in 

two major areas namely local accountability and housing provision. This is 
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illustrated by a discussion of the impact of the administrative changes upon Hemel 

Hempstead. 

V 

Hemel Hempstead Development Corporation was formally wound up on August 5 

1962. Its assets had already been transferred to the Commission for New Towns 

on April 1 that year. The New Towns Commission had a different remit than that 

of the Development Corporations. The Commission had neither powers of 

compulsory purchase nor privilege in regard to town planning control. These 

differences reflected the change in emphasis in objectives ' from development as 

the principle motive, to management on a continuing basis.' 80 Stevenage new 

town did not transfer to the control of the New Towns Commission but remained 

under the control of the Development Corporation. This was due to the 

Government's decision to expand the town beyond its original target population of 

60, 000. 81 

In accordance with the terms of the 1959 New Towns Act a local committee was 

appointed to deal with the individual towns. The local committee for Hemel 

Hempstead consisted of six members and was chaired by Henry Wells, the former 

chairman of Hemel Hempstead Development Corporation. The remainder of the 

committee consisted of two former members of the Development Corporation, an 

alderman of Hertfordshire County Council, and an aJderman and a member of 

Hemel Hempstead Borough Council. The Commission devolved to the local 

committees the management of all residential property, some 11 , 200 houses in 
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Hemel Hempstead. Included amongst the powers of the local committees were 

the responsibility for housing maintenance, the setting of rents, the selection of 

tenants and the making of tenancy agreements. The majority of these functions 

were carried out by the local executive, the staff of which were almost entirely 

formerly employees of the Development Corporation. The first annual report of 

the Commission observed that it was 'thus in the town that the bulk of the work is 

handled.' The report also stressed that the local committee did have an impact 

upon the work of the Commission. They were 'consulted by the Commission 

upon policies and developments related to the Committee's work. ' 82 However, the 

Commission stressed that it would 'reserve to themselves all important decisions, 

whether of policy or particular cases.' 83 

The local committee was not the only means by which the Commission could 

keep in touch with developments within individual towns. Another key element 

would be close relations with the local authority. The Commission was 

'appreciative of the excellent relationships that have been established with Hemel 

Hempstead Borough Council.' This relationship had 'greatly assisted 

collaboration on matters of mutual interest.' The Commission emphasised that the 

local executives and the staffs of the local authorities maintain very close touch. ' 84 

Despite these claims, however, it does not appear that the local authorities were 

acting as equal partners with the New Towns Commission. A Mini~try of 

Housing and Local Government minute observed that when a new town was 

administered by a Development Corporation the local authority 'tends to be 
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relegated to a relatively subordinate position.' The authority tended to be looked 

upon as 'having the ability and status commensurate with the original population 

of the town and not with the current population.' The replacement of the 

Development Corporation with the New Towns Commission was intended to 

promote a shift in the balance of power. Nevertheless, the author of the minute 

did not think that the Commission had 'realised this change in relative status and 

responsibility.' He urged that the Ministry 'must do everything possible to 

encourage the local authorities to assume their proper functions and to play down 

the responsibilities of the Commission. ' 85 

However, the ability of the new town local authorities to discharge their functions 

was seriously impaired by their dependence upon the Commission. The 

ownership of almost the entire public housing stock within the town by the 

Commission for New Towns caused significant problems for Hemel Hempstead 

Borough Council. The major priority of the Commission was to act as a holding 

agency rather than a development body. Thus the Borough Council was forced, 

for the first time, to make a major contribution to the new town housing 

programme in order to meet demand. Between 1966 and 1968 the Borough 

Council proposed to build 758 houses. The financial costs of this project was 

expected to lead to a 25 per cent rent increase on all local authority housing within 

the town. The New Towns Commission sought to alleviate the Council's 

difficulties. However, it appeared that there was little that it could legally do. The 

Commission suggested to the Ministry that it could assist by transferring some of 

its housing stock to the Council. This would give the Council a larger rent pool 
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which would help to spread the costs. Other possible solutions suggested by the 

Commission included merging the rent pools of the Commission or making a 

contribution to the Council's housing account. However, neither of these 

proposals were legally possible under the terms of the New Towns Act of 1959.86 

Indeed, while the Commission appeared to favour the transfer of housing stock, it 

warned that if the policy was to achieve the desired result ' it would mean a sale by 

the Commission at well below market value.' This would be 'contrary to the 

Commission's statutory obligations. ' 87 

Despite these problems the Commission did feel that there was a moral obligation 

to build more housing within the new towns. It noted that 'the present demand 

comes mainly from the children of the immigrants and building for their needs 

could legitimately be regarded as a part of the process of building the complete 

new town. ' 88 Therefore the Commission suggested an alternative solution to the 

problem. It argued that it would be ' logical' for the Commission itself ' to accept 

the responsibility for a much greater proportion of the future housing needed.' 

The Commission proposed increasing its own estimated building programme for 

1966 to 1968 from 763 to 1, 250 houses while that of the Borough Council was 

reduced from 758 to 271. There were difficulties with this suggestion and the 

Commission recognised that the local authority 'may have misgivings about this, 

feeling that it detracts from their status and responsibilities'. Nevertheless, it 

argued that the most important factor was that it ~ as ' all publicly provided 

housing, and the division of ownership is not very material so long as the two 

authorities operate a joint housing list and co-ordinate policy and 
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administration. ' 89 The Commission admitted that the proposal to extend its 

housing activities 'may not be a welcome one'. However, it argued that it was 

'the only clear-cut solution to meet the present difficulty that can be adopted 

within existing legislation' .90 This proposal did not sit easily with the priorities of 

the Minister of Housing and Local Government, Richard Crossman. He was, 

observed one of his civil servants, 'anxious to remove the ownership, or at the 

very least the management of the new town housing stock from the Commission 

and Development Corporations and into the hands of the local authorities. '9 1 

Nevertheless, it was clear that action was required to overcome problems with 

what was termed the 'second generation' of new town residents. The second 

generation were the grown up children of the original migrants who wished to 

leave the parental home and obtain a house of their own. It was usually the 

responsibility of the local authority to house the second generation. This problem 

was exacerbated by the fact that the majority of the housing within the new towns 

was held by either the Development Corporations and the Commission for New 

Towns rather than the local authority. The primary responsibility for the 

Commission and Corporations was the provision of housing to meet the demands 

of planned migration. They did not have any responsibility to relieve the council 

of any pressure upon the local authority housing stock. 

The Conservative Government had sought to alleviate the pressure created by the 

increasing second generation. However, its solution was to take away the 

responsibility from the public sector for future new town housing. Discussing the 
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need for housing for newly married couples within Hemel Hempstead a member 

of the Ministry of Housing and Local Government noted: 'There is certainly need 

for a substantial number of additional houses but we think that these should be 

predominantly houses provided by a means other than a public authority.' Instead 

it was suggested that the majority of new housing for the ' second generation' 

ought 'predominantly' to be 'houses for sale' .92 However, this failed to tackle the 

problem of those young couples who were either unwilling or unable to buy their 

own house and were thus reliant upon public housing.93 

In 1962 the Hemel Hempstead Local Committee of the Commission for New 

Towns met to discuss this problem. While it accepted that this problem was not 

strictly one which the Commission was obligated to resolve it acknowledged that 

it was 'becoming increasingly difficult to make any valid distinction between 

applicants.' The Local Committee admitted that many of those awaiting 

accommodation from the local authority were in the town ' as a result, either 

directly or indirectly of the town's expansion.' The Commission's ability to 

define those it was responsible for housing was further complicated by inter

marriage between young people who were residents in Commission and local 

authority housing. These couples were entitled to apply to the housing lists of 

both bodies. The Commission observed that the fact that couples on their waiting 

lists were often housed more rapidly had given 'rise to dissatisfaction and charges 

of unfair discrimination that were readily understandable.' It was clear. to the 

Commission that 'the demands now being made on the Council were abnormal, 

and that a special burden was placed on them in relation to the housing of the 
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younger generation.' To this end the Commission resolved to assist in alleviating 

the problem recognising that ' the ultimate aim should be for the two authorities to 

work to a common housing list.' In the short term the Commission agreed to 

examine the housing lists for duplications and to develop one area of the town for 

allocation to those on the council list who would become tenants of the 

Commission.94 

The problem posed by the second generation led to greater co-operation between 

the local authority and the Local Committee. On April 1 1963 the Commission 

and the Borough Council establish~d a joint housing list for what it now termed 

'newly-weds' . In 1963 there were the names of 120 applicants on the list, of these 

46 were the children of Commission tenants and 7 4 were persons whom would 

normally have looked to the council for accommodation. However, this was not 

to be an immediate solution to the housing problem. The Commission warned 

that dwellings would not be allocated to people on the joint list until all those on 

earlier lists had been housed. The Commission expected this to take at least two 

years. 95 By 1965 this joint housing list had been amalgamated with the main 

housing list of the Borough Council. The authorities now operated a common 

housing list including all applicants excepting special categories such as key 

workers and displaced persons from slum clearance areas.96 

The integration of the common housing list led to grea1er synchronisation between 

the Commission and the Borough Council. In its 1966 Annual Report the 

Commission revealed the extent of this co-operation: 
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The rent structure of both authorities is being examined with a 

view to retaining the similarity in rents for comparable houses 

and flats which now exists. The adoption of a common rebate 

scheme will also be considered. Transfers of tenants between the 

two authorities are already taking place. and attempts are being 

made to achieve consistency in other housing management 

practices such as internal decoration policy, external painting 

contracts and rent collection arrangements.97 

In Stevenage the co-ordination of a joint housing list between the Development 

Corporation and Stevenage Urban District Council was not instituted until 1970. 

Here too, the priority was to facilitate access to those 'newly-weds' who made up 

the new town's second generation.98 

VI 

The structural changes implemented within the administration of the new towns 

were taken for sound practical and financial reasons. However, the failure to hand 

over any of the new town assets to the local authority in Hemel Hempstead 

emasculated it both in financial capability and status. The fact that the local 

authority was left without sufficient housing stock to finance future development 

ensured that it was economically reliant upon assistance from the New Towns 

Commission. This led to a reduction in status of the local authority to that of 

'junior partner' in negotiations with the Commission. ,. The failure to ensw-e that 

the local authority had access to sufficient housing stock severely impaired its 

ability to aid the people it was committed to assisting such as young married 
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couples. This problem was eventually solved by the instigation of a joint 

Commission and council housing list. However, this not only the cause of severe 

delays for those wishing to acquire a house in their own home town but also 

created unnecessary bureaucracy as the Commission and council sought to 

complete the same task. 

The structural changes imposed upon the maturing new towns were a series of 

compromise policies as successive Conservative and Labour governments sought 

to discover a 'third way' between the extremes of private and public ownership. 

Many new town dwellers and Labour MPs regarded the creation of the New 

Towns Commission as a measure which was anti-democratic and against the spirit 

of the original New Towns Act. They were, however, incorrect. The possibility 

that there should be a national public holding company for the new town assets 

was strongly favoured by the New Towns Committee. There was little other 

option as the Labour Government soon discovered when it tried to dissolve the 

Commission. Ironically, it could be argued that the creation of the Commission 

actually served as an attempt to increase the independence of the new town local 

authorities. The authorities were released from heavy public loan repayments 

which may have resulted in central Government wishing to have a greater say in 

how 'its' money was spent. However, this independence was only worthwhile if 

the new town local authorities had the power to act independently. The failure to 

hand over the new town housing to the local authoriti~s left them financially and 

politically much weaker than authorities in 'old' towns of a similar size and thus 

reliant upon assistance from the Commission for the New Towns. However, the 
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administrative and structural alterations were not the only changes experienced by 

the new towns. British society was being transformed too. The next chapter 

discusses the impact of some of these social changes upon the new towns. 
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Chapter Seven. 

Affluence, a2ein2 and the new towns. 

I 

This chapter examines the impact of three social trends upon the first new towns. 

The areas examined are the increasing demand for owner-occupied housing; rising 

levels of car ownership; and the increasing average age of the population. These 

developments were not peculiar to the new towns but were inherent in British 

society after World War Two. The chapter discusses the problems that the 

Ministry of Housing and Local Government and the Development Corporations 

experienced as they tried to adapt to these changes in addition to existing 

concerns. It argues that, while these changes could not have been anticipated, the 

responses of the new towns administrative bodies exacerbated divisions between 

the richer and poorer members of the community within the first new towns. 

II 

One of the most notable post-war social trends in Britain was the increasing levels 

of owner-occupied housing. In 1945, 26 per cent of housing in England an Wales 

was privately owned, but, by 1976 this total had increased to 53 per cent. 1 In the 

new towns the amount of owner-occupation lagged well behind the national 

average. In Stevenage, in 1966, the rate of owner-occupation was only 12 per cent 

while 86 per cent of the population were tenants of either the Development 

Corporation or the local authority. At about the same time, the national average 

for England and Wales was 46 per cent owner-occupation with only 25 per cent 

living in publicly owned rented accommodation.2 
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The major reason for this difference was due to the fact that the majority of 

housing built by the Development Corporations had been for rent. This problem 

had been compounded by the failure of private construction companies to build 

sufficient houses specifically for sale. The Development Corporations were not 

the only providers of private housing within the new towns. A Ministry of 

Housing and Local Government minute acknowledged the invaluable contribution 

of private enterprise. Indeed, it estimated that approximately two thirds of houses 

built for sale had been produced by private companies. However, the number of 

houses for sale constructed by privl!te concerns fell off as the Corporations sought 

to increase their output for private ownership. It appeared that the Corporations 

had encountered several difficulties with private enterprise housing. One of the 

most problematic was the timing and co-ordination of community facilities. The 

provision of these facilities was the responsibility of the Corporations who were 

unable to keep satisfactory pace with private housing development.3 

In line with the rest of the country there was an increasing demand for more 

private housing amongst the new town residents. The growing demand for owner

occupied accommodation had already been noted by Stevenage Development 

Corporation. Its 1961 Annual Report observed that an ' increasing number of 

tenants' had applied to purchase the houses in which they lived. However, despite 

this growing demand, the Corporation admitted that there had been only four sales 

during the preceding year, mainly due to the applicants' inability to obtain a 

mortgage. 4 The high level of demand was underlined by a survey carried out on 
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behalf of the government by the University of Birmingham in 1966. This 

discovered that in Stevenage 42 per cent of the Development Corporation tenants 

surveyed would have preferred to buy their own home. 5 The trend was 

particularly noticeable when elder tenants were excluded as 53 per cent of tenants 

under the age of 44 were interested in buying a house. 6 In order to meet this need 

the majority of Stevenage residents supported the sale of Corporation housing 

stock to tenants . Over 90 per cent agreed with this policy 'to a certain extent'. 7 

Overall 64 per cent of tenants under the age of 45 recorded that they would 

consider purchasing a house in Stevenage if the economic terms were favourable. 8 

The first Wilson Government recognised the increasing demand for owner

occupation within the new towns and sought to raise the level of it accordingly. 

Public pronouncements by the Minister of Housing and Local Government, 

Richard Crossman, and his Parliamentary Secretary, Robert Mellish, set an 

eventual target of 50 per cent owner-occupation within the new towns. However, 

the reality was somewhat different: only 11 per cent of new town housing was 

owner-occupied in 1967 while only 17 per cent of new town houses constructed in 

1966 were intended for private ownership.9 This was mainly due to the urgent 

need for housing for the children of the original migrants. Indeed, as the first 

generation of new towns neared the end of their construction, it appeared unlikely 

that the target of 50 per cent owner-occupation would be reached. A Ministry of 

Housing and Local Government minute in 1967 ad~ised that the Development 

Corporations of the first new towns 'should be instructed to concentrate 

increasingly on the provision of housing for owner-occupation'. Nevertheless, 
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despite this instruction the Ministry feared that it was 'too late now to achieve' , 

the 50 per cent target 'unless existing rented housing is to be sold off on a large 

scale' .10 

In August 1967 a Ministry of Housing and Local Government circular finally 

defined the means by which owner-occupation could be encouraged within the 

new towns. The target of 50 per cent owner-occupation was to be limited to those 

'mark two' 
I 

new towns established after 1961. For 'mark one' new towns, such as 

Hemel Hempstead and Stevenage, the Ministry acknowledged that 'it may now be 

too late' to reach that goal. Neverj:heless, the circular stressed that the Minister 

desired the Corporations and the Commission housing programmes to move 

'steadily towards' an equal division between houses for sale and for rent. In 

addition those new towns which had finished attracting overspill population from 

London were to be encouraged to sell existed rented houses to both sitting and 

other tenants. 11 

However, the policy of 'selling off the new towns' rented housing stock received 

a lukewarm reception from the Development Corporations. The Ministry 

observed that while some of the Corporations had already sold some of their 

rented housing stock there had been 'a noticeable lack of enthusiasm for such 

disposals'. 12 There were two main reasons for this opposition. First, the 

Corporations feared that selling off the rented stock would undermine their ability 

to house the 'second generation' of new town residents. In 1963 the Commission 

for the New Towns in Hemel Hempstead considered making available for sale 'a 
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proportion of the less expensive houses' although this was subject to ensuring that 

the stock of low rent housing was not diminished. 13 However, the following year, 

having evaluated this policy the Commission concluded that it was ' undesirable to 

sell the lower-rented houses at present in their ownership' . The main factor 

behind this decision was that the stock of such houses available for letting was 

considered as 'no more than adequate.' The Commission considered that it would 

be 'short-sighted to deplete their stock' of low-rent dwellings. 14 To sell off the 

low rent dwellings would remove them from the new town's public housing pool. 

This would leave the Commission short of affordable rented housing for the 

children of the original new town tenants who wished to obtain a house in Hemel 

Hempstead and could not afford to buy. 

A further reason for the Corporations' opposition to selling off their rented 

housing stock piecemeal was a fear of the dangers of 'pepper potting' . This was 

the term used to describe housing estates which contained a mixture of publicly 

and privately owned housing. The potential problems caused by 'pepper potting' 

were expanded upon by the Development Corporations and the New Towns 

Commission in evidence submitted to a Ministry study commissioned to examine 

the ownership and management of housing in the new towns. While neither the 

Corporations nor the Commission felt that 'pepper potting' posed 'insuperable 

management and maintenance problems', it was regarded as desirable to group 

owner-occupied housing together. The Commissiou believed 'pepper potting' 

would undermine the new towns' architectural achievement in 'creating 

townscapes on a large scale'. Amongst the factors contributing to this success had 
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been the careful attention paid to details such as the ' architecture of the houses' 

and ' their interrelationship' as a comprehensive design problem. These aesthetic 

concerns were easily safeguarded while an estate was controlled by a single 

landlord. However, the Commission feared that 'fragmentation of ownership 

amongst a number of owner-occupiers' would 'prove disastrous' . The 

Commission acknowledged that private owners often took 'especial interest and 

pride in [the] upkeep' of their homes. It was concerned that the architectural unity 

of the new towns would begin to break down as the effects of the householders' 

'especial interest' began to be seen. Foremost amongst the horrors feared by the 

Commission were 'unseemly additions to properties, ugly garages, incongruous 

porches, discordant forms of enclosures' while concern was also expressed about 

the possibility of 'discordant colour schemes' . One unconvincing example of the 

administrative problems caused by 'pepper potting' was expressed by one 

Development Corporation which feared that its maintenance staff would be unable 

to distinguish between the different kinds of houses and were thus more likely to 

go to the wrong house. 15 

In Stevenage approximately ten per cent of the housing on Corporation land was 

owner-occupied in 1967. The Acting General Manager of the Development 

Corporation admitted that 'a massive effort would be needed to achieve anything 

remotely approaching the 50 per cent owner-occupation target'. In addition to 

houses specifically built for sale by both the Corporati n and private ente113rise, he 

suggested that the sale of existing Corporation houses to sitting tenants was likely 

to be ' the most fruitful source of owner-occupiers ' . However, these sales would 
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only take place in selected areas rather than across the Corporation-controlled 

areas as a whole. 16 

In addition to the types and situation of houses available, a further brake upon 

owner-occupation was the fact that many new town residents simply could not 

afford to buy their own home. The University of Birmingham survey in 

Stevenage discovered that 68 per cent of Stevenage Development Corporation 

tenants believed they would be unable to obtain the mortgage or raise the deposit 

necessary, while a further 23 per cent felt that it was cheaper to rent or that house 

prices were too high. 17 Owner-occupation remained the province of the 'better

off new town residents. The main difference between those who wished to buy 

and those who were actually able to do so was one of class and affluence. The 

majority of owner-occupiers (59 per cent) in Stevenage were defined as a 

members of the professional and intermediate classes with an average net weekly 

income of over£ 30. The largest number of Development Corporation tenants ( 44 

per cent) were skilled manual workers with a weekly net income of£ 15 - £ 20. 18 

In order to increase owner-occupation in the new towns the financial arrangements 

would have to be more conducive. 

One possible avenue for those who wished to buy but could not afford to do so 

was through a mortgage obtained direct from the Development Corporation itself. 

However, the use of this facility was tightly controlle.d by the Ministry. fo 1967 

the General Manager of Stevenage expressed the view that 'one of major aids' to 

increasing owner-occupation with the towns was the 'provision by a Corporation 
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of easy mortgage facilities' . He suggested that many tenants would be willing to 

purchase their home but were unable to do so due to the insistence of the Ministry 

that the cheaper Corporation mortgages, with their reduced surveyor and legal 

costs, should only be provided as a 'last resort '. The General Manager argued, 

unsuccessfully, that 'if this restriction could be eased much would be 

accomplished' .19 

The 1965 Annual Report of the Stevenage Development Corporation illustrated 

the financial cost of purchasing a home. In 1965 house prices in Stevenage ranged 

from £ 3, 300 to £ 4, 400 for a 9~ year lease with an additional £ 30 per year 

ground rent. There was also more expensive housing available from£ 7, 250 to £ 

8, 250.20 However, with 92 per cent of the town earning £ 30 or less per week, it 

appeared that owner-occupation would remain the province of the select few.21 

This view was reinforced by Kam's survey of Stevenage housing. An 

examination of the maximum loan which could be raised against the net incomes 

of potential house buyers revealed that, for the majority, the maximum loan which 

could be raised was between£ 2, 340 and£ 3, 120. This was not enough to be 

able to afford to buy a house within the new town.22 

In Hemel Hempstead the Commission noted during 1967 that 'despite continued 

interest from prospective house-purchasers many who would like to own their 

own homes are not able to afford them at current pric.es and in the current period 

of financial stringency. '23 Once more the main obstacle was the cost of purchase. 

In the four towns administered by the Commission, including Hemel Hempstead, 
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the average price of a house began at £ 4, 500. The Commission estimated that in 

order to repay the mortgage on a Commission house the owner would have earn at 

least £ 30 per week. However, the latest published statistics of income levels 

within the region estimated that only 20 per cent of the population came into this 

category. This situation was exacerbated by the fact that the government's option 

mortgage scheme, available through the Commission and Development 

Corporations only applied to those people with a weekly income below£ 22.24 

The new towns remained too expensive for many who wished to own their own 

home. The demand was there and the Corporations were willing to sell but 

residents were unable to obtain mortgages. The Development Corporations were 

able to offer mortgages covering 100 per cent of the house price but these were 

strictly controlled by the Ministry. However, in 1967 Ministry controls on the 

Corporation mortgages were slackened and the new towns contained within the 

'London ring', including Hemel Hempstead and Stevenage, were able to offer 

mortgages up to £ 7, 500. These mortgages were vital to the many new town 

residents unable to obtain building society loans. The rising importance of this 

facility by the mid-1960s is demonstrated by the fact that of the 400 mortgages 

granted by the Stevenage Development Corporation since its designation, 361 

were offered between 1962-7. In Hemel Hempstead, 36 of the 70 granted also 

came within this period. The strict Ministerial controls exerted over these loans 

had left the Corporations as lenders of last resort, thus hampering the purehase of 

houses within the new towns.25 
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The difficulty in obtaining mortgages and the Development Corporations ' 

disinclination to sell to sitting tenants considerably hampered attempts to raise the 

levels of owner-occupation. In 1965, Stevenage Development Corporation 

revealed that in the Almond Spring area of the town only 20 out of the 555 houses 

considered suitable had been sold. The Corporation had increasingly begun to 

concentrate upon constructing houses for sale rather than rent. Of the 802 homes 

constructed by the Corporation in the year ending 31 March 1965, 566 were for 

letting while 236 were sold.26 However, it appeared that there was still a low take 

up of houses for sale in Stevenage. In 1967 the Corporation reported that 

approximately two hundred houses_ which had been built for sale had been let in 

order to avoid their standing empty.27 

In Hemel Hempstead the picture was slightly more promising. In 1961 the 

Corporation reported that there was 'evidence of increasing interest in house 

purchase. ' The Corporation had sold 67 of its own houses with 96 built for sale 

on its land by private enterprise and a further 140 under construction. There had 

also been 90 houses built and sold on land in private ownership. The Corporation 

reported that there had been 'no difficulty in disposing of houses built for sale'. 

However, it does not appear that they were all purchased by the original new town 

migrants as it was carefully reported that only ' some' of these had been bought by 

former tenants of Corporation houses ' .28 Demand for owner-occupied housing 

within Hemel Hempstead continued to grow. By ). 966 the Commission was 

' exploring the possibility of giving tenants of some of their rented houses at 

Hemel Hempstead the option of buying'. 29 In 1967 the total of owner-occupation 
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within the town was 30 per cent compared with the national average of 43 per 

cent.30 However, by 1968 this optimism was declining and the Commission 

admitted that as far as owner-occupation was concerned 'the market will be more 

limited that hitherto supposed'. 31 

In 1966 the Ministry of Housing and Local Government instigated an 

investigation into the ownership and management of housing in the new towns. 

The research was led by J. Barry Cullingworth, a member of the Centre for Urban 

and Regional Studies at the University of Birmingham. The report investigated 

the ownership and management of housing in the new towns. However, it was not 

intended to make policy recommendations, but rather to consider the most 

important issues and 'sum up, as far as possible in quantitative terms, the relative 

advantages and disadvantages, social and financial of the various possible forms 

of ownership and management for the future ' . Nevertheless, the report argued that 

'quantification has proved out of the question' ; rather, its authors felt that ' the 

issues with which we are dealing are the very stuff of politics ' .32 Regarding home 

ownership, the study concluded that 'from both the social and financial viewpoint' 

there was a 'very strong argument in favour of a much greater degree of owner

occupation'. This was particularly true for 'those new towns where there is a very 

high proportion of public authority housing' . The report argued that increasing 

levels of owner-occupation 'would certainly make the new towns more 

"normal'".33 
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The evidence given to the Cullingworth study by the Development Corporations 

about increasing the level of owner-occupation in the new towns was 

'predominantly favourable'. Many of the Corporations believed that owning 

property within the town would leave its population feeling more ' settled ' and 

having 'more stake in its development'. One unnamed Corporation argued that 

increasing the rate of owner-occupation would 'result in a corresponding rise in 

civic interest and responsibility'. Another felt that it would increase community 

activity, claiming 'one might expect the leaders of the club, church, association or 

other combination of people to come from the owner-occupiers because of the 

greater powers of leadership derived through strength of character, education, 

wealth or other factors ' .34 

The Cullingworth Report argued that it was 'safe to conclude that the potential 

demand for owner-occupation in the new towns is held back by the level of house 

prices'. Whereas the majority of mortgages in England and Wales in 1966 were 

for less that £ 4, 000, the lowest price houses in Hemel Hempstead, for example, 

cost £ 4, 500.35 To some extent this was understandable as all the new town 

housing was constructed after 1946 while the national picture included housing 

built in the inter-war period which would be cheaper. Nevertheless, the 

Cullingworth Report argued that the major failing of the new towns was that they 

lacked a supply of low-cost housing for purchase. Tenants wishing to own their 

home could only buy modem houses at relatively high..prices.36 
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The Cullingworth Report received a lukewarm response from the Commission for 

the New Towns which, while accepting it 'as a point of principle ', warned that its 

implementation 'must be dictated by various practical and policy considerations ' . 

The Commission estimated that, in 1969, between four and five thousand homes 

would have to be sold to meet the target of 50 per cent owner-occupation. There 

were two main factors which dominated the Commission's considerations. The 

first problem was the fact that the Commission was unable to sell the lower-rent 

housing to tenants as this would remove houses that were required for those 

requiring low-cost rented housing. The second reason was based upon the 

government's desire to see at least two-thirds of new housing built for sale by 

private enterprise. The Commission suggested that to put 4, 000 of its own 

properties on the market, even if sale was restricted to sitting tenants, ' could 

clearly jeopardise the chances of ready sales of privately built houses and would 

certainly limit the number that could be sold to people already living and working 

in the town'. 37 

Nevertheless, the Cullingworth Report did provoke greater attempts by both the 

Commission and Development Corporations to increase the levels of owner

occupation. In November 1969, Stevenage Development Corporation decided to 

offer all of its houses for sale to sitting tenants. To encourage this the Corporation 

negotiated arrangements with three large building societies to make mortgage 

funds available and an explanatory booklet was issued to 12, 500 tenants. 

However, once more it appeared that tenants were either not interested or felt that 

they could not afford to buy. By the end of March 1970, only 130 tenants had 
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expressed an interest in buying their own home with just 16 of these making firm 

offers to purchase.38 In 1970 the Commission for New Towns also offered houses 

for sale to all of its tenants excluding those living in flats and old peoples 

dwellings. Information was sent to some 25 , 000 tenants in the four towns 

administered by the Commission - Crawley, Hatfield, Hemel Hempstead and 

Welwyn Garden City. Selling terms were for a 99 year lease with a ground rent of 

£ 10 - £ 20 per annum. The houses were valued at between£ 3, 500 to£ 8, 000, 

with the majority priced between£ 4,000 to £ 6,000. However, the Commission 

reported that the take up had been 'disappointingly small'. In Hemel Hempstead, 

of the 8, 571 to whom the offer had been made, only 3, 499 had replied. Some 2, 

330 of these had declared that they were not interested in buying at all and a 

further 812 were not interested at the present. In total 357 tenants expressed an 

interest although the Commission estimated that only just over half of these had 

sufficient income to raise the substantial mortgage required. In Hemel Hempstead 

in 1970 there were 21 , 146 dwellings within the town, and of these 6, 384 

(approximately 30 per cent) were privately owned. Owner-occupation in the new 

towns still lagged far behind both the national average and the target set by the 

Ministry of Housing and Local Government. 39 

The difficulty of obtaining a mortgage in the new towns coupled with the 

Development Corporations and Commission's refusal to countenance 'pepper 

potting' led to the construction of areas of privately wned housing which were 

occupied solely by the 'better off new town residents. It was the avowed 

intention of the Stevenage Development Corporation to group all owner-occupied 
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housing together by selling only detached and semi-detached residences in 

selected areas.40 In Hemel Hempstead in 1962 it was reported that the majority of 

sales had been 'almost exclusively of the better-class houses'. 41 When residents of 

lower cost dwellings in Hemel Hempstead wished to buy a house they were 

usually offered more expensive housing of a higher standard. Those who were 

willing, and able, and regarded as suitable by the Commission vacated low-rent 

properties making them available for tenants who wished to rent. 42 

The question of groupmg areas of owner-occupancy was regarded by the 

Cullingworth study as one of 'status'. It felt that there was 'no doubt that some 

households look upon an owner-occupied area as being socially superior to a 

rented area'. Cullingworth considered that 'buying in a predominantly rented area 

robs the aspirant of some of this satisfaction'.43 The development of separate 

owner-occupied areas undermined social cohesion within the new towns. This 

view was reinforced by Valerie Kam's study of housing in Stevenage. When 

asked if there was prejudice against local authority and Development Corporation 

tenants, many house owners stressed social class as the main difference between 

owning and renting. One owner-occupier declared that 'council tenants are 

working class'. Another felt that the tenants 'have low wages' while regarding it 

as 'a matter of class distinction' . Kam concluded that there was class distinction 

between owner-occupiers and tenants.44 

The encouragement of owner-occupation led to class distinction in the first new 

towns. The grouping together of privately-owned homes marked the final death 
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knell for the aim of socially balanced communities. As demand for owner

occupied housing increased the Corporations attempted to respond by constructing 

more houses for private sale. As this was begun when the towns had already been 

largely completed, it was confined to the later neighbourhoods on the edges of the 

towns, leaving the first neighbourhoods as a rump of publicly owned rented 

accommodation. Privately owned housing was only for those who could afford it 

and this increased class segregation. This view is reinforced by Champion, Clegg 

and Davies' study of the British new towns. They found that in Stevenage, ' each 

neighbourhood has its own distinctive social make-up, with Bedwell and Shephall 

appearing relatively disadvantaged. compared with the more recently developed 

Pin Green and Chells '. The former were amongst the first neighbourhoods 

constructed and therefore would have the lowest number of privately owned 

homes.45 This argument is further strengthened by their examination of Hemel 

Hempstead which found that 'Leverstock Green has by far the highest status, 

followed by the recently built Grove Hill, while some of the mid-1950 ' s 

developments show characteristics of the opposite extreme' .46 

It appears that there was little that either the Development Corporations or the 

Ministry of Housing and Local Government could do to encourage greater levels 

of owner-occupation within the first new towns. While many residents would 

have liked to purchase their own home there were very few who could actually 

afford it. It would have been impossible to offer the. houses for sale at reduced 

pnces as there would have been outcry at the large amounts of the initial 

investment from public funds being written off. It would be harsh to criticise the 
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new towns for failing to provide cheap housing for sale from the outset. The trend 

of owner-occupation was a new one and the context of the post-war housing crisis, 

when the new town migrants were grateful for any house whatever the tenure, 

should not be forgotten. Nevertheless, the opposition to 'pepper potting' was, 

undoubtedly, the main reason behind the social segregation which later emerged 

in the new towns. It is important to note that 'pepper potting' was mainly 

opposed on aesthetic rather than social or economic grounds. It is possible that a 

less negative approach to this policy rather than the opposition expressed on 

aesthetic grounds may well have maintained a more socially cohesive society 

within the towns. 

III 

A second aspect of social change in Britain was the increasing level of car 

ownership. In 1950 car ownership had been at the level of 46 per thousand head 

of population, but by 1973 it reached 24 7.47 The level was even higher in the new 

towns. In Stevenage, 63 per cent of households had a car compared with 55 per 

cent in the rest of the south-east of England. In Hemel Hempstead the rate was 66 

per cent.48 Evidence submitted by the Open University's New Town Study Unit 

to an Environment and Home Office sub-committee inquiry into the new towns in 

1973 found that the car was the most popular form of transport in Stevenage, 

being used for 36 per cent of all local joumeys.49 The study noted that problems 

associated with rising car ownership and use were, 'particularly critical for new 

towns' . However, the New Towns Study Unit suggested that despite the fact the 

first new towns 'were not initially designed with current levels of car ownership 
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and use in mind' so far they had 'probably adapted to high levels of car ownership 

rather better than historic towns and cities ' .50 Increasing car ownership was 

instigating a marked social change within the new towns. The study noted: ' for 

those who can afford it car ownership becomes enshrined as part of the household 

budget and family life style'. However, the report suggested that the higher level 

of car ownership could further impair the social integration of the new town 

populations. For example: it was observed: the 'cost of making a journey by car is 

low compared with the cost of public transport' . It was feared that the higher 

levels of car ownership would 'make it more difficult for the new towns to 

establish financially viable bus .services in the future than it has been'. 

Furthermore, increasing use of the car would generate the provision of facilities 

specifically aimed at drivers, such as out of town supermarkets. The report argued 

that this would 'inevitable be associated with increasing relative deprivation for 

those without use of a car' . 51 

There is little doubt that car ownership had a major affect upon social life within 

the new towns. In 1962 a travel survey of Stevenage was carried out by the 

Department of Transportation in the University of Birmingham.52 The study 

suggested that the increased mobility provided by increasing car ownership was 

weakening social ties within the neighbourhood units. While 40 per cent of 

'social and recreational trips ' were within the neighbourhood of r sidence, a 

further 20 per cent were elsewhere in the town, with another 20 per cen outside 

Stevenage. The survey concluded that the neighbourhood structure ' reflected 

systems of movement accurately as regards the trip to school and fo r week day 
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shopping purposes' but 'did not do so for social and recreational interaction' . 53 

Increasing use of the car undermined social interaction within the new towns. 

Previously, one aspect of community action had been the organised outing, such 

as those organised by the Whomerley Wood residents association in Stevenage to 

view the coronation decorations in London in 1953.54 As the family unit became 

more independently mobile the need for such excursions declined. 

The use of the car also had an impact upon the economic development of the new 

towns. The travel survey of Stevenage suggested that the economic importance of 

the neighbourhoods was under threat: ' as consumers become more mobile, they 

may pass by small local centres with restricted ranges of goods in favour of large 

centres with good parking provision, i.e. the Town Centre' .55 The new town 

centres greatly benefited from increasing car ownership not only from within the 

town but outside also. 

Increasing car ownership also enabled the new town of Stevenage to expand its 

economic influence over its surrounding area. In 1965 a traffic and shopping 

survey found that between twenty to thirty thousand people regularly used the 

town centre on a Saturday. The Corporation noted that over 25 per cent of these 

came from the surrounding region rather than from within the town itself.56 This 

picture was replicated in Hemel Hempstead. A Development Corporation survey 

carried out in the town centre on a Saturday in December 1961 found a peak total 

of 2, 041 vehicles compared with 1, 594 the previous year. The survey discovered 

that 92 per cent of car owners had come for shopping in the town centre. 
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However, they were not all Hemel Hempstead residents . It was discovered that 49 

per cent had came from outside the town. These visitors had travelled from 61 

different towns and villages to shop in Hemel Hempstead. 57 

The increasing numbers of car ownership caused serious problems for the new 

town infrastructure. As the number of people using their own cars to drive to 

work increased, so did congestion. In 1960 the Stevenage Development 

Corporation sought permission from the Ministry of Housing and Local 

Government to provide more access to the town's industrial area and the new 

housing neighbourhoods in order to ease the difficulties experienced during the 

rush hours. 58 

For many of the new town residents the most frustrating problem caused by the 

increasing levels of car ownership was the difficulties caused by the lack of 

parking facilities. This was particular true regarding the need for greater provision 

of garage space. In 1955 the Development Corporation reported that this 

omission had led to car owners leaving their vehicles on grass verges and 

landscaped areas. The Corporation felt that this resulted in 'damage to work over 

a good deal of care has been taken' and also 'detracts for the appearance of the 

town ' . A further problem was parking overnight on highways which had resulted 

'in numerous prosecutions' . The Corporation hoped that its proposals to the 

Ministry for increasing the number of garages would be ' approved with, as little 

delay as possible' .59 However, while permission was granted, the situation still 

remained ' acute' the following year. 60 In its 1957 Annual Report, the Corporation 
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explored more fully the demand for garage space. The Corporation's survey 

discovered that the initial demand amongst residents of areas of standard housing 

was between 20-25 per cent. This increased to 35 per cent once the residents had 

been settled in the town for approximately three years. In an attempt to meet 

future demand the Corporation intended to provide garages at the level of 50 per 

cent in future development. However, it appeared that there was little the 

Corporation could do to provide for those housing areas already completed. In 

addition to the problems of finding space in completed areas, it was reported to 

the Minister of Housing and Local Government that efforts to do so were 

'bedevilled by the inability to obtain tenders within the limits of cost laid down by 

your Ministry' . 61 By 1960 it appeared that the situation in Stevenage was 

improving. The Corporation reported 'steady progress ' in the building of garages 

and the provision of hardstanding areas for parking. These had 'kept down the 

numbers of cars parked on the highway at night and helped to improve the town 's 

appearance by day'. Nevertheless, the situation remained acute in those areas 

which were amongst the earliest built. To meet this need the Corporation 

announced its intention to embark upon an extensive garage building programme 

in these areas and carefully stated that it hoped for the ' full support' of the 

Ministry. In view of the increasing levels of car ownership, the Corporation was 

constantly revising its plans for garage space. While it noted that in the newer 

areas with 50 per cent provision there was no real problem with parking, the 

Corporation began to reserve site~ for 100 per cent garage provision in the new 

development areas. 62 
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The situation in Stevenage was repeated in Hemel Hempstead. In 1955 Hemel 

Hempstead Development Corporation noted: 'the demand for garages has 

increased greatly and additional provision is being made as speedily as possible'. 63 

Nevertheless, as in Stevenage, supply failed to meet demand mainly due to 

Ministry spending controls. A Ministerial decision to allow the provision of sites 

for garages for up to 25 per cent of housing was welcomed by the Corporation. 

However, the Corporation warned that this was 'likely to prove inadequate'. 64 In 

fact such was the level of demand that the Corporation was forced to permit 

residents to park on sites which had previously been allocated for landscaped 

-· 
areas intended to add to the amenities off the neighbourhoods '. 65 By 1958 the 

Corporation was increasing its estimate of garage provision required once more. 

It believed that it would be 'unwise to plan ahead for less than 80 garages per 

hundred houses'. The Corporation suggested that 50 per cent should be built 

immediately with the remainder as demand rose. 66 Car ownership was changing 

the social life of the new town. In 1959 the Corporation reported that the demand 

for garage space and the gradual decline in demand for allotments indicated ' a 

change in leisure-time occupation'. This led to the Corporation constructing 

garages on areas which had originally been earmarked for allotments. 67 

By 1961 the demand for garage accommodation in the 'grade one' rented housing 

was increasing at an ' alarming pace' . At the beginning of the town's construction 

the Corporation was only permitte~ to build garages for 12.5 per cent of houses, 

but demand was now at 80 per cent. The Corporation anticipated that it would 

only be able to provide for 40 per cent in the earliest built areas.68 

242 

https://areas.68


In Hemel Hempstead, as in Stevenage, the most acute problems were within the 

earliest constructed neighbourhoods. In 1963 the Commission for New Towns 

noted that the best way to meet this need would be to in-fill areas within the 

neighbourhoods. However, this could only take place 'at the expense of private 

gardens, allotments or amenity land'. This problem did not exist in the later 

neighbourhoods as all new housing was allocated garage accommodation. 69 In 

1969 the serious situation caused by the lack of parking provision coupled with 

the narrow roads and still increasing car ownership was causing severe problems 

-
in Hemel Hempstead. The Commission for the New Towns reported that it was 

'not unusual, especially at night and during weekends, to find cars parked nose-to

tail along one side of a 16 foot carriageway, leaving room for a single vehicle to 

move in one direction only in the other lane, and often filling the small crescents 

and squares which are a feature of the layout in many areas'. It was felt that this 

congestion caused 'inconvenience and frustration to drivers, danger to children 

and concern to the ambulance and fire service authorities' .70 

The rapid increase in car ownership was something which could not have been 

anticipated by the new town planners. Car ownership was a double-edged sword 

for the new towns both economically and socially. Economically, it ensured that 

new town centres prospered due to greater use from both residents and those 

outside the towns. The towns became the most convenient shopping centre for 

residents in the town's hinterlands.7' However, it virtually rendered the 

neighbourhood centres obsolete. There was now little need for shopping centres 
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within easy walking distance, save for those without a car or those requiring just a 

few items. The small shops of the neighbourhood centres could not compete with 

the town centre in either range or price. Socially, car ownership gave the family 

greater independence and increased the range of activities which were open to it. 

The family could go where it wanted when it wanted. The car also had an impact 

upon the fabric of the new town. As the Corporations and Commission realised 

that greater garage space was needed they began to make 100 per cent provision. 

However, this policy was only introduced while the later neighbourhoods, aimed 

particularly at owner-occupiers, were being constructed. The earlier 

neighbourhoods lacked the space for increased parking provision and were thus 

left, despite the Corporation and Commission's efforts, overcrowded. This, albeit 

unwittingly, further entrenched the differences between the rented and owner

occupied neighbourhoods. 

IV 

A final aspect of societal change in post-war Britain was the increasing age of the 

population. In 1901 fewer than five per cent of the population were over the age 

of 65 , compared with over 15 per cent in 1985.72 In the new towns the vast 

majority of migrants were couples under the age of 40. In 1960, the sociologist, 

Peter Willmott, examined some social characteristics of Stevenage new town. 

Willmott discovered that, of those Stevenage residents married and with parents 
,. 

still living, only six per cent had P'1!ents living in the new town. Over half of the 

parents of Stevenage residents remained in Greater London, staying behind when 

their children moved out. However, this did not mean that the Stevenage residents 
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had cut all family ties, for 21 per cent of the population had one or more other 

relatives living in the town. Willmott concluded that ' the move has meant some 

weakening of ties with parents' and that ' relatives play a smaller part than 

formerly in the lives of at least some residents' of the new town.73 

However, while it may have been accurate to observe that family ties had 

weakened this does not mean that the new town residents were necessarily happy 

about the situation. It appears that at least some of the new town migrants set 

about restoring the family ties which had been weakened by their moving away 

. 
from London. In 1956 Herne! Hempstead reported a family who now had 19 

members housed in the town. The exodus had been begun by a married couple 

who had moved to the town in 1951. They were soon joined by the husband' s 

parents and four of his siblings with their own families. 74 In 1961 Stevenage 

Development Corporation observed that there was ' an increasing demand for 

housing from the parents of Corporation tenants'. Preference was given to those 

from London who were retired. The Corporation claimed that by doing so it was 

'making a small contribution to the solution of the urgent problem of elderly 

persons in London needing housing' . It also enhanced the town's social condition 

as 'families in Stevenage much appreciate having their relatives in the town' .75 

The Ministry of Housing and Local Government also believed that encouraging 

greater provision for older people ~ould create more inclusive communities. 'Old 

people' were defined as parents of tenants housed within the new town whereas 

'suitable' housing was regarded as all one or two bedroom flats built in two-storey 

245 



blocks. In 1960, a Ministry minute observed that the provision of housing for old 

people within Stevenage was 'hopelessly inadequate'. Up to 85 per cent of houses 

in Stevenage had three or more bedrooms, while it was anticipated that, as the 

numbers of 'old people' grew, a larger number on one and two bedroom houses 

would be needed.76 Of the 9, 914 dwellings constructed in Stevenage by 1960, 

only 253 were occupied by old people, with a further 41 considered as 'suitable 

for old people'. More pertinent, as far as the Ministry was concerned, was the fact 

that there were no dwellings specifically intended for old people being constructed 

within the town. 77 In Hemel Hempstead there were 126 dwellings under 

-· 
construction which were specifically intended for old people. There were 344 

dwellings occupied by old people within the town with a further 312 considered 

suitable.78 

It was anticipated by the Ministry that by 1965 the proportion of the national 

population over 65 would reach 12 per cent. To this end the Ministry issued a 

circular encouraging all new town Development Corporations to embark upon 'a 

greatly increased programme'. It was noted by the Ministry that 'some 

corporations have long waiting lists of parents and other elderly people already in 

· t , 79the town who are most anxious o come . 

It appeared that the Ministry's encouragement produced some effect. By 1963 the 
.. 

number of suitable dwellings for ~ld people in Stevenage had increased to 538 

with a further 452 either planned or under construction. There were 460 old 

people housed by the Corporation with a further 442 on the waiting list.80 In 
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Hemel Hempstead there were 811 suitable dwellings with a further 319 either 

planned or under construction. There were 572 old people housed by the 

Commission with a further 573 on the waiting lists. However, while there had 

been some progress at Hemel Hempstead, the Commission had been forced to 

suspend the waiting list for old people's dwellings. The main reason for this was 

the fact that some of the Commission's tenants were reaching retirement age and 

were moving to old people's dwellings to release grade one housing for younger 

residents of the town. 81 One year later, there were 531 Commission owned 

dwellings for old people in Hemel Hempstead. However, this was still 

-
insufficient and the Commission was forced to close the waiting list as there were 

so many elderly people wishing to join their relatives in the town. 82 The main 

reason for the suspension of this list was the fact the Commission was forced to 

concentrate upon meeting the more immediate need with the Hemel Hempstead 

for the children of its existing tenants. 83 In fact the Commission was unable to 

reopen the list until 1970 when it managed to complete 120 suitable dwellings the 

previous year. This success, coupled with what the Commission termed 'natural 

wastage', enabled it to clear the waiting list. However, the list remained open for 

only a few months as the Commission was flooded with 400 applications from 

elderly people with children who lived in the town, considerably more than the 

number of dwellings available.84 

A further obstacle to the policy of allowing parents into the town was the 

importance placed upon economic needs. In 1963 Stevenage Development 

Corporation noted that there had been rather more parents housed than in previous 
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years due to 'a temporary slackening of demand from industry for housing for 

employees' . Nevertheless, the Corporation warned that demand for industry 

would resume its normal scale in the forthcoming year.85 

The influx of older people into Hemel Hempstead provided a further impetus to 

community interaction. An examination of community services and facilities 

within the town in 1970 discovered that in addition to a meals on wheels services 

there were three 'luncheon clubs' providing meals for old people within the new 

town neighbourhoods. There was also a team of 78 volunteers organised to ensure 

that '119 lonely old people were 
~ 

regularly visited in 1968'.86 In 1963 Stevenage 

Development Corporation reported that there were seven clubs for residents over 

the age of 60. All but one of the town's neighbourhoods had such a club, meeting 

for one afternoon a week. The organisation of such clubs was usually undertaken 

by the predominantly female, younger residents of the town. The activities of 

these clubs included talks, games, outings, inter-club visits and annual holidays, 

usually decided upon by the members themselves. However, despite these clubs 

being organised on a neighbourhood basis many old people were members of 

more than one club in different areas, although it was often difficult to make the 

journey to a different neighbourhood due to the lack of a direct transport link.87 

The efforts of the Ministry and the Development Corporations to increase the 

A 

numbers of elderly people in the ~owns can be regarded as an attempt to make 

them more complete communities containing representatives of all types of the 

national population. It was also a response to the demands of the new town 
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migrants who wished their parents to join them in the towns. This suggests that 

family ties were not undermined by migration to the new towns, as Willmott 

concluded. Rather, it was because there was little housing available for parents. 

This also reinforces the picture of the original new town migrants as pioneers. 

Once they had become settled in the town, they wished their family to join them. 

However, the failure to provide suitable dwellings for old people early enough left 

the Corporations attempting to balance the demand against other priorities such as 

the demands of the 'second generation' and housing for employees of new town 

firms. 

V 

The first new towns were ill prepared to face the changes affecting post-war 

British society. However, their difficulties did aid the development of later towns 

such as Milton Keynes. The Milton Keynes master plan of 1970 contained 

definite policies in relation to housing, car ownership and housing the elderly. 

Milton Keynes Development Corporation was committed to ensuring 'opportunity 

and freedom of choice' in housing. The Corporation noted that the new town 

should contain op.portunity and variety in both rented housing and that which was 

for sale. It proposed that ' there should be the greatest possible variety in the 

financial arrangements whereby families own and rent their homes ' .88 Unlike the 

first new towns it was not intended that the different types of tenure should be in 

separate areas. The plan for Milton Keynes suggested 'there should be no large 

scale segregation of different types of people'. Rather, there would be a general 

distribution of the different housing types throughout the city. While it was 
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recognised that there would be some degree of grouping of tenure types, the 

Corporation was committed to establishing a range of tenure and housing types 

within the catchment area of one school so that they would be ' likely to draw its 

pupils from a variety of homes' .89 To achieve this aim the Corporation committed 

itself to building housing for rent and sale at the same time rather than producing a 

large stock of public housing as in the first new towns. The Corporation sought to 

encourage greater housing ownership by making it 'easier for families who would 

not otherwise contemplate, and indeed in present conditions could not ford the 

purchase of a house, to do so' To this end the Corporation was undertaking a 

-· 
study as to how access to 100 per cent mortgages could be made more easily 

available.90 The Corporation intended to achieve 50 per cent owner-occupation 

within Milton Keynes 'as soon as possible' .9 1 This was expected to take about 

ten years.92 

The Corporation was also committed to 'easy movement and access, and good 

communications'. It observed that 'provision should be made for the use of the 

car unrestrained by congestion' .93 The Development Corporation estimated that 

car ownership would increase to 1.5 per family during the time Milton Keynes 

was being built.94 It thus proposed that 40 per cent of houses within the town 

would have on site car parking for at least two vehicles and a further 40 per cent 

with room for one. There would also be other parking space such as street

parking leaving an allowance of ~o spaces per house. The Corporation noted 

that 'this allowance includes visitors ' parking and spaces for caravans, boats and 

other vehicles as well as provision for second cars' .95 
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The Milton Keynes Development Corporation was also committed to housing a 

greater proportion of older people than earlier new towns. It wished to secure 'as 

wide an age range as possible amongst future migrants to the city' .96 To this end 

the Corporation sought to build a number of dwellings suitable for old people and 

to adopt a conscious policy to let some dwellings to older families. 97 

VI 

The changes in British society discussed in this chapter could not have been 

.. 
anticipated when the first new towns were being planned. It is therefore 

unsurprising that they caused such trouble for the new town Development 

Corporations. These changes had a great impact upon both the infrastructure of 

the new towns and their social aspect. The new town plans and administrations 

lacked the flexibility to react to the demand for increased owner-occupation and 

car parking. The Corporation's ability to adjust to these changes was further 

impaired by other concerns. The Ministry of Housing and Local Government's 

financial controls restricted their ability to construct more garages and sell off 

housing. In reality there was little that the Corporations could do to encourage 

private ownership of housing in the new towns. Selling houses at below market 

price could well have attracted widespread criticism. The most significant effect 

of the social changes in the new towns was that it firmly divided the new town 

communities. The Development <;orporations constructed the later new town 

neighbourhoods with higher levels of owner-occupation and car parking and this 

clearly divided richer and poorer in the new towns. This segregation was 
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increased by the refusal of the Development Corporations to countenance the 

possibility of 'pepper potting' within the new towns. This segregation was an 

undesirable development as can be seen by the attempts of Milton Keynes 

Development Corporation to ensure that it did not take place within the town . 

... 
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Chapter Ei2ht. 

Conclusions. 

I 

This chapter briefly summarises several aspects of new town development and 

attempts to assess their impact on both the social development programmes 'from 

above', and the social changes experienced by the new town populations. The 

chapter examines five areas: the original vision behind the new towns programme; 

the constraints and obstacles which restricted the execution of this vision; the 

impact of these constraints upon both the development of the towns and their 

communities; how these constr.aints and problems were surmounted or evaded; 

and the overall results of the new town programme. 

II 

The original vision behind the new towns programme was contained within the 

reports of the New Towns Committee, the master plans of the Development 

Corporations and the public pronouncements of key individuals such as Lewis 

Silkin, the Minister for Town and Country Planning within the Labour 

Government responsible for the New Towns Act. 

The London new towns sought to attract population and industry away from the 

capital in order to reduce overcrowding. The new towns were intended to be self

contained and balanced communities. Self-containment was an attempt to reduce 

commuting outside the town by ensuring that all workers were employed within it. 

The new communities were intended to have a balance of commercial interests, in 
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order to ensure that the towns were not dependent upon the success of one type of 

industry. There was also to be a balance of population within the new towns. 

This was to guarantee that they were not dominated by one type of social class, as 

had been the case in some communities constructed in the inter-war period such as 

Dagenham. 

The new towns were intended to be cohesive communities with opportunity for 

social integration and interaction. One of the key strategies used to achieve this 

was the neighbourhood unit. The idea was to divide the population up into 

smaller, more parochial comm:unities and stimulate neighbourliness. A further 

aim was to ensure that the new population had ample occasion for social 

interaction. This was to be encouraged by the use of community centres situated 

within each neighbourhood. 

III 

There were, however, a number of constraints which affected the successful 

implementation of this vision. Three of these obstacles concerned new town 

finance, administrative problems, and the actions and experience of the new town 

migrants themselves. 

The new towns programme was a large-scale project which required a vast amount 

of funding. Almost all of this finance came from..the public purse. As such the 

town's development was dependent upon the national economic situation and the 

diktats of the Treasury. This was particularly so during cutbacks or freezes, such 
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as in the years 1947-53 and 1957-8. An added problem was the fact that the 

funding for various aspects of development was the responsibility of different 

departments. For example, while the Ministry of Housing and Local Government 

(and its predecessor the Ministry of Town and Country Planning) was responsible 

for much of the towns' construction, it was the duty of the Board of Education to 

provide school buildings. 

The development of the new towns was further hindered by administrative 

problems at several levels. There was no clear definition offered by the New 

Towns Committee as to where-the responsibility of the Ministry of Housing and 

Local Government ended and the independence of the Development Corporations 

began. There were also internecine difficulties between the different government 

departments. The new towns programme was not just the responsibility of the 

Ministry of Housing and Local Government, it was dependent upon assistance and 

support from other parts of central government. Amongst the most crucial were 

the Board of Education, the Board of Trade, the Ministry of Labour and the 

Treasury. However, these departments often had different budgetary and policy 

priorities, which they were not prepared to forsake to aid the new towns 

programme. There were also difficulties at ground level between the 

Development Corporations and the local authorities of the areas within which they 

worked. The local authorities often resented the strength of the Development 

Corporations and the financial commitments that they had to undertake· to support 

the new towns. 
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A further constraint placed upon the implementation of the new town planners ' 

vision stemmed from the actions of the people themselves. The new town master 

plans were based upon a series of assumptions as to how the population would act 

within their new environment and interact with each other. Nevertheless, the 

behaviour of the population often deviated from the planners ' expectations. The 

new town planners attempted to challenge or change existing cultural conventions 

and practices, but people were often resistant to such promptings. 

IV 

These three sets of constraints. had a major impact on the new towns. They 

affected not only the social development programmes involved in the making of 

the towns, but also the pattern of social change. 

As regards finance, a major concern for the Development Corporations was the 

spending restrictions imposed by central government, particularly following the 

election of the Conservatives after 1951 . While most of the urban infrastructures 

were completed, some items were regarded as less important and so were either 

delayed or abandoned. One notable example was the provision of community 

buildings and social amenities. These were intended to be an integral part of the 

encouragement of social interaction within the new towns. Nevertheless, as the 

viability of the entire programme was examined by the Conservatives it could be 

argued that the new towns were fortunate to not .-be more grievously damaged. 

The tight spending controls exerted by the Ministry of Housing and Local 

Government also limited the population' s changing aspirations. For example, 
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while many of the new town residents wished to purchase their own home, they 

were unable to afford the mortgage. A greater provision of Development 

Corporation mortgages would have increased the level of owner-occupation in the 

new towns, but the Ministry insisted that they were to be only lenders of last 

resort. The difficulty of obtaining such mortgages conflicted starkly with the 

rhetoric of the property-owning democracy. 

Financial matters exacerbated administrative problems. The lack of a clear 

definition of roles led to conflict between the Ministry of Housing and Local 

Government, which wished to tightly control new town spending, and the 

Development Corporations, which desired a measure of financial freedom. This 

often led to a delay in the provision of some facilities as negotiations took place 

between them. There were also disagreements between the Development 

Corporations and the local authorities as to who was responsible for the provision 

of schools, community buildings and public playing fields . This was intended to 

be the duty of the local authorities, but they were often unable to meet the cost and 

looked to the Corporations for assistance. This pattern was replicated at central 

government level during discussions between the Ministry of Housing of Local 

Government and the Board ofEducation. 

A further administrative problem was the differing aims and priorities of other 

government departments. While the Ministry of Housing and Local Government 

sought to attract industry to the new towns, for the department responsible, the 

Board of Trade, the main priority remained the Development Areas ravaged by the 
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economic problems of the inter-war period. A further example of a government 

department either failing to understand or wilfully disregarding the aims of the 

new towns concerned the Ministry of Labour. This is particularly evident during 

the period of the Industrial Selection Scheme. Despite the fact that the new towns 

were intended to be both self-contained and to decentralise population away from 

London, the Ministry of Labour continued to first advertise vacancies within the 

'travel to work area' outside of the new towns. This tended to increase 

commuting from outside the town and did little to attract overspill population 

away from the capital. 

The most obvious example of the people undermining the vision of the new town 

plan and planners occurred in relation to the objective of socially balanced 

communities. The planners anticipated that if the different social classes lived in 

the same area, communities which were more socially cohesive would be created. 

However, they were wrong. Class prejudice and culture proved resistant to 

change and the neighbourhoods soon began to segregate along class lines. 
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V 

Despite these problems and constraints the new towns were eventually able to 

develop socially at least in part in the provision of community facilities . The new 

town Development Corporations often sought to overcome the financial and 

administrative problems. This was usually achieved by adopting a more 

conciliatory stance, particularly with the local authorities, for example, by 

embarking upon joint projects rather than insisting that the authorities take full 

financial responsibility. 

However, the major reason for. the new towns becoming settled communities was 

the actions of the new town populations themselves. For example, despite the 

difficulties experienced by both the Ministry of Housing and Local Government 

and the Ministry of Labour in operating the Industrial Selection Scheme, the new 

towns were able to attract migrants. This was mainly due to the fact that people 

were so keen to voluntarily move to the towns that they were willing to find their 

own employment in order to obtain a house and thus circumvent the 

administrative framework. Furthermore, although the neighbourhood units did 

not contain the community facilities anticipated, some of the new town population 

were keen to interact and thus met wherever they could. The measure of this 

community interaction can be seen in the wide range of social and campaigning 

organisations within the new towns. It is ironic that, for the campaigning groups, 

the perceived intransigence of the Development Corporations in providing social 

facilities, such as community centres, actually served as a stimulus to community 

interaction. 
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VI 

The conflict between the vision of the new town planners and the problems and 

constraints which restricted its implementation is a microcosm of the experience 

of the reforms of the Labour Government of 1945-51. The ambitious aims of 

'new Jerusalemism' were soon restricted by practical and operational difficulties. 

Whenever there was friction between these forces 'idealism' usually lost out. It 

would have been difficult for the government to justify the provision of 'comforts ' 

such as community centres in a time of national austerity. The financial 

difficulties experienced by the new towns were exacerbated by the ' economy 

drive' of the Conservative Government of 1951. There was a change of emphasis; 

while Labour had been more interested in planing better communities, the 

Conservatives focussed almost exclusively upon providing more housing. 

However, the history of the new towns under the Conservatives was, in the short 

term, marked more by continuity rather than change. This continuity was mainly 

due to the Minister of Housing and Local Government, Harold Macmillan, who 

protected the new towns from more serious cutbacks. Macmillan was determined 

that the contribution of the new towns to the Conservative housing programme 

should not be lost. Furthermore, despite Conservative ideology, the public rather 

than the private sector produced the majority of housing. The introduction by the 

Conservatives of the Commission for New Towns denoted the first break from 

this consensus; although it was soon resurrected, aJbeit unintentionally, by Labour 

Party policy discussions on the same subject. 
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Nevertheless, despite the many problems and constraints, the creation of the new 

towns did change the lives of thousands of migrants for the better. For many, the 

new towns presented a great opportunity to obtain a home of their own for the first 

time. These homes were planned at lower densities in an environment that was 

greener than the London they had left behind. The new towns vision appealed to 

people, although many were wary of the more idealistic elements in the planners' 

thinking such as the socially balanced community. Most embraced the concept of 

the new towns because they perceived the opportunities that were presented to 

them. 

.. 
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