Old River Lane Board 18 June 2026
Minutes of the meeting

Present:	Cllr Ben Crystall (BC, Chair), David Falco (DF), Cllr Mione Goldspink (MG), Geoff Hayden (GH), Ben Wood (BW), Cllr Sarah Hopewell (SH), Cllr Carl Brittain (CB), Cllr Miriam Swainston (MS), Cllr Sarah Copley (SC)
		Andrew Sanderson (AS, Cityheart), Jonny Wrigley (JW, Cityheart)
		Apols: Helen Standen, Brian Moldon

Item 1:	Update from Cityheart

Since the application was submitted we have held a Development Management Forum on the 21 April 2026 which was helpful for informing changes to the scheme. Changes are underway. But CH is also re-assessing the plans in the context of viability challenges. 
Unfortunately it seems that scheme costs have increased significantly in recent months. Construction costs have increased due to global pressures. The current scheme also targeted the build-to-rent market for residential (blocks C – F), but that market is currently very flat with no demand. This, along with the increased build costs, means the scheme is no longer viable in its original form.
Cityheart are now looking change the scheme to mitigate against this, ideally within the overall masterplan layout. Likely amendments will be to the proposed road layout to keep it in line with the existing road footprint. The development is designed to generate little additional traffic so in theory it does not necessarily require new road layouts. This change will help bring costs down. 
Other options include reviewing overall efficiency of space and building structures. Blocks A & B are optimal but blocks C – F, with their dual aspect balconies, have higher build costs with space used less efficiently. CH is investigating changes to the design to improve efficiency of space and increase viability. 
Another key approach is to switch the scheme to 100% affordable housing through partnering with a Registered Provider (RP). CH have engaged a company which is a specialist in the RP market to test interest and inform specifications and designs. This approach may also unlock Homes England funding given that the Government is supporting more affordable homes through increased investment. CH has also already engaged with Homes England and has had success in securing support for other schemes currently in progress. 
CH will engage with the planning dept once the scheme has been redesigned to understand the process for bringing it forward through the planning process.
BC thanked CH for the update but was disappointed to hear the scheme is not viable. However he acknowledged timescales and global issues have had an impact. BC asked Cityheart at what point they became aware of the viability challenges.
AS and JW responded to say global challenges began in late 2025 but have got worse since then. At the time the application was submitted to planning, the challenges were known to CH but they felt the scheme was still viable. A tipping point was reached recently regarding building and finance (borrowing) costs and since then, CH has been focusing on possible changes to alleviate this. JW added that the ORL development is not the only scheme in this situation and CH has a pipeline of some 2500 residential units which are facing similar challenges.
BC stated that we need to ensure a revised or new application is provided as soon as possible, and that it must be viable. The Board could not support a subsequent application that isn’t viable or unlikely to be acceptable in planning terms.
SC asked how we can future proof an updated scheme in terms of costs to avoid being in the same position next year should a revised scheme also becomes unviable. Similar issues have arisen elsewhere in Bishops Stortford on other developments (not from Cityheart) and this is creating problems.
AS responded that the aim is to get a viable scheme and hit the ground running. He acknowledged that cost price inflation is rising all the time which is a challenge but having a Registered provider (RP) involved does help de-risk. Cityheart need to reach financial close this year, in other words demonstrate to all partners (their investors as well as the Council as development partners) that this scheme is viable.
MG added she shared the board’s disappointment over the problems. She also noted that the dual aspect part of the development as originally presented was a very good idea and seemed popular in consultations. MG was keen to know what exactly had changed and also to understand what the new road layout may look like.
AS confirmed the current thinking is to keep the road layout as it is now. The proposed East-West road would instead become a pedestrian/ cycle route with vehicle access to Waitrose via Old River Lane as at present. The dual aspect flats were positive from a design perspective but created a lot of dead space which is inefficient in build-cost terms. This means that CH will likely replace the dual aspect balcony with a design using a central corridor. 
MG asked if this impacts the number of apartments? AS responded they were still looking to keep the same number of units but change the mix to respond to the requirements of the RP2. 
MS stated she remains supportive of the development given the current site is adding nothing to the town and is supportive of a move to affordable housing. Given that the site is about ten minutes walk from the train station she also understands the logic of the site being effectively car free. However MS questioned the value of the Development Management Forum given that attendees were very much focused on aesthetics which will now have to be revised. Both MS and MG are keen for a further Development Management Forum to take place to consider any redesign.
AS responded that the Development Management Forum still provided useful comments and feedback, some of which has been taken on board and will be fed through to the next stage of design.
CB also recognised the challenges as they are happening to other development sites across the district and country. CB noted that the site is currently incurring costs to the council and urged Cityheart to bring the new scheme forward as soon as possible. CB also asked about the impact of maintaining the current road layout in terms of access/ refuse collection/ loading and unloading for commercial units and NHS. 
AS said any scheme needs to have access for refuse/loading etc built in to it, and some access to the new Northern block will be included. AS added that Cityheart are also carrying costs for the scheme and as such want to progress it as quickly as possible. 
BC asked for clarity on expected timescales due to impending Local Government Re-organisation.  AS reiterated CH’s determination to have designs finalised this year.
MS asked if CH are using the same sub-contractors as Howells (for example) know the scheme well and have built up good relationships. AS confirmed the same team are on the scheme and also asked that the Council retain DF as part of the team to assist in progressing the scheme from the client perspective. 
Cityheart left the meeting.
GH asked if there is any impact on the public square. DF confirmed there would be no impact from the scheme changes.
DF noted that for the Council, RP interest is crucial and could make the difference with viability and would be requesting to see a letter of intent to provide proof of interest. He also indicated that CH need to engage with planning as soon as possible to get feedback on the proposed changes. This will also test out views of statutory consultees including Herts County Council. 
AOB:
BW noted work on a potential asset transfer of WLH is progressing and information submitted by the Friends of Water Lane Hall would be considered by the ORL Board and Executive Members to decide on next steps. 
