
SPEECH TO SHEFFIELD CITY COUNCIL

by Mark Pickering, honorary secretary of the

Broomhill Action and Neighbourhood Group

3 October 2007

Lord Mayor and City Councillors

Thank you for allowing us to present our petition to you today and explain the purpose behind it.

We are members of the Broomhill Action and Neighbourhood Group who have been concerned for a long time by proposals to build on a piece of land in our neighbourhood.  We believe this land could be used in a different way to the benefit not just of our community but Sheffield as a whole.

The wording of the petition is: 'I support the plan to create a public park on the Experimental Gardens and adjacent land off Taptonville Road, Broomhill, and urge Sheffield City Council and the University of Sheffield to help make this idea a reality'.

The land in question was originally the garden of Tapton Elms, a fine house now owned by the University of Sheffield that was built by Alderman John Hobson and his wife Thyrza in 1853.  Alderman Hobson and his wife had several children.  Their  second child, called Albert, who continued to live at Tapton Elms after his parents died, was awarded a knighthood around the turn of the century.  He also served as Lord Mayor, Master Cutler and president of the Chamber of Commerce nationally and locally, and sat on the council of Sheffield University.

So while John Hobson did not sit in this chamber, his second son Albert did and probably conducted proceedings from that chair.

We know the general lay-out of the ‘Secret Garden’, as we call it, from old maps.  There was an informal lawned area immediately in front of the house and a formal walled garden beyond that.  Many of the original features of the walled garden still remain.  Our proposal, which is supported by the 1750 people who have signed this petition, is to re-create the original gardens and open them as a small public park.

This would showcase the time when Sheffield was becoming one of the industrial powerhouses of the world and some of the foundations for the city we have today were laid.  Among the legacies of that time are the houses and gardens built by successful businessmen (in the days before Ferraris and helicopters), at least partly to show off their wealth.  Re-creating the gardens as we propose would place Tapton Elms once again in its original garden setting.  It is proposed that the house itself should be converted into apartments, and we have no objection to that.

John Hobson was in fact responsible for the development of much of Taptonville Road, where these gardens are situated, and it was the view up the road that prompted John Betjeman to describe Broomhill as ‘the prettiest suburb in England’ back in the 1960s.

Another reason for our proposal is that Broomhill is identified in the current Unitary Development Plan as being extremely short of public open space.  Restoring the gardens of Tapton Elms would also address that problem to some extent.  We see no other opportunity to do so, given that Broomhill is so densely developed now and almost all land of any size is also owned by the University.

Some time ago Sheffield University and Miller Homes jointly submitted a planning application to build houses on the Tapton Elms gardens and adjacent land.  That application has been going through the usual planning process, and many objections and comments have been submitted.  But this is a case where the adversarial nature of our planning procedures will not bring about the best result for the city of Sheffield as a whole or the local community.

That is why we and our supporters are asking the council to play a more positive role in determining the future of this land, rather than simply assessing the University’s proposals against planning law, density guidelines, and so on.

We have asked the University to meet with us and discuss our proposals, and our elected representatives have asked the same.  The University has refused.  We do not fully understand why.  We will also be presenting the petition to the University in the hope that someone there sees the potential of our idea.

While there is a good case for using the land to increase the amount of open space in Broomhill, the case for re-creating this piece of our city’s Victorian heritage is very strong in its own right.  A professor of landscape history says so in his letter objecting to the proposed housing estate.  So does the Hallamshire Historic Buildings Society.  So does a former professor of economic history at Sheffield Hallam University, who has specialised in the Victorian era.

These people and many others see this moment when the University no longer needs this piece of land as a real opportunity to create something of cultural and historical value for the city.

And we believe it can be achieved with little sacrifice by anyone through the use of Heritage Lottery Fund grants, section 106 planning gain money and other resources.  So the University could be paid for the land.  The city would gain a valuable asset.  The local community would have some badly needed open space.  And volunteers (permanent residents and students) would work together to maintain the park, so there would be no call on the Council’s budget.

But we fear the planning process will not bring this about.  And that is why we are appealing to you to see that this opportunity does not slip by.  With the leadership of the City Council, we believe a result could be achieved that would bring lasting benefits to the city and be praised as imaginative and far-sighted by future generations.

Thank you.
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For more information please contact Mark Pickering on 0114 266 4668 or 07831 118066
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