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RESPONSE TO MKDP’S CONSULTATION ON STATION SQUARE
This is a response by Milton Keynes Forum, the Civic Society for Milton Keynes (Question 1).

Following MKDP's decision to extend the date by which responses should be returned, we have
consulted with our members and this reflects their views: some of their responses are shown in
italics.

Climate Emergency

MK Council has declared a climate emergency. It has said that ‘Milton Keynes will strive to be
carbon neutral by 2030 and carbon negative by 2050 while creating one of the world’s most truly
sustainable economies and models for growth’. These are the policies of the Council which, as its
wholly owned subsidiary, MKDP is bound to contribute to in its field of activity.

There is no mention of climate change in the presentation on proposed alterations to Station
Square. MKC should issue guidance on how the policies on climate change are to be met and
MKDP should prepare a statement on how it intends to meet its obligations.

This is fundamental to the work on the station transport interchange, which must be led by the
Council's transport policies, which in turn must be shaped by its policies on climate change.

Context

Milton Keynes Development Corporation from its early days aimed to have a new station built in
Central Milton Keynes. British Rail were hard to persuade that there would be enough demand
from the new city to justify an additional station alongside Bletchley and Wolverton. But for MKDC,
the strong economic case for having trains direct to Euston using the services from Birmingham
and further north was indisputable.

However, BR saw the city grow and eventually accepted that MKDC were successfully
implementing a plan which would accommodate 250,000 people and enough jobs locally for all
those of working age. They changed their minds and agreed to an arrangement whereby MKDC
would provide the shell as part of an office development (MKDC architects Stuart Mosscrop, David
Hartley) within which BR would create the concourse. BR would also provide the bridge to the
platforms and all the trackside infrastructure (BR Architects Jim Wyatt, John Kitcher). MKDC would
provide the infrastructure in front and around the building (MKDC Engineers Keith Mason, Andy
Thomas, Jan Blackhall, Mick Moutrie). Thus, in a very short time, Station Square and the three
buildings that flank it were agreed.

As part of the negotiations about the content of the development, MKDC advocated including a
bus station linked into the railway station. But Bucks County Council, the transport authority at the
time, and the bus company, United Counties, were adamant that to loop from the grid road to the
station added unacceptably to the journey time when they predicted no more than 2% of rail and
bus passengers would change mode at the station.

Hence the construction by MKDC of the bus station (architects Derek Yeadon, Robert de Grey), to
which passengers walked from the station. However, it became redundant as a bus station a few
years later when the national deregulation of public transport allowed bus operators to determine



their preferred routes; buses were routed around the Square and the bus station abandoned. (The
bus station has been altered and used for a variety of activities since then.)

This sorry tale shows that MKDC put substantial effort and resources into creating a successful
interchange between different modes of transport. The number of people passing through the
interchange exceeded expectations and modifications were made by Milton Keynes Council to the
road layout in front of the station accommodating: a substantial number of sheltered cycle stands;
two lanes of sheltered bus stops; and two kiss-and-ride loops, one for taxis and parking for vehicles
for the disabled, the other for private vehicles and private hire vehicles. (The current layout would
have been much worse without the efforts of members of CMK Town Council, MK Forum and other
groups, but that is another story.)

But it was always clear in the minds of the architects that the Square would have a wider, symbolic
role as one of two main entrances to Milton Keynes (the other being Junction 14, which is a pitiful
mess that has arisen because thought has only been given to controlling traffic and none to its
symbolic role as a main entrance to Milton Keynes).

The architects talked about the view of CMK flowing down Midsummer Boulevard and the journey
up the hill to the Shopping Building. They talked about the north and south buildings framing the
view, having curtain walls similar to the station building, in a rigorous grid that reflected the grid of
the paving in the Square. They talked about two immaculate raised lawns, irrigated so they were
always green, as part of the view, with two groups of trees set back to avoid obstructing the view. A
truly modernist composition, designed to impress the traveller arriving in MK.

The preservation of this concept of a well-functioning transport interchange within an impressive
architectural composition shapes the Forum'’s response to MKDP’s questions and proposals.

The Square would feel very different if the Council had the resources to maintain it; for example, if
the trees that frame the view were still there - 36 forty year old mature trees. Maintenance is an
integral part of planning and shows how, unwittingly no doubt, the Council has allowed the Square
to become degraded.

‘There should be an imposing vista when you walk out of the station looking up the hill towards
the shopping area, framed by trees and decent lighting and people sitting outside the cafes
enjoying themselves.’

‘I like the lovely glass windows on three sides of the Square.’

‘There is always a temptation to fiddle with the design, usually to its detriment. The plans | have
seen would be detrimental. Putting more buildings inside the Square would make them all
darker and restrict pedestrian access.’

‘Civic architecture: for many businesses travellers it is the gateway to the city and first
impressions count for a lot. The Square has a wow factor that no other city centre station enjoys,
but it could certainly be improved.’




Design Elements
The transport interchange is the most important land use in Station Square (Question 2).

The brief for the transport elements of Station Square should be based upon an analysis of the
numbers of people using the transport interchange and how its use might increase in the long
term, within the context of the expanding MK. We are not sure that any such analysis exists.

Maximum flexibility should be maintained, as any projections are likely to contain significant
variables dependant on the assumptions made. For example, a downward pressure on car use and
changes in legislation for taxis and private hire vehicles could reduce the current pressure on
space for private vehicles and increase use by other modes. Another variable might be the impact
of HS2 and the East-West Rail Link on the number of rail passengers, which is not easy to predict.

No public space in and around the Square therefore should be sold off and built upon or just
privatised, as this reduces future flexibility in the layout of the transport interchange.

It is surprising that the construction of the second station multi-storey is proceeding at the same
time as this consultation is being carried out. It is being suggested that this could contain a kiss-
and-ride facility, an ad-hoc decision without an agreed framework for the development of the
interchange.

Land Use Change

It is difficult to respond to Question 3 until the evolving long-term needs of the transport
interchange have been determined, as this is the primary land use.

The whole of Station Square (and possibly the former Bus Station) should be designated for use as
a transport interchange. This would provide useful flexibility and leave MK with an advantage that
does not exist in the other cities quoted. At any stage in the evolution of the interchange, the other
land uses suggested could then be designed into the arrangements for the interchange to make
enjoyable spaces to use, as long as the original concept for the Square is not jeopardised.

Any buildings within the interchange would have to be demountable and on short to medium term
rental.

‘A key issue for MK Forum’s response about Station Square ... is that they (MKDP) have provided
no evidence of vehicle numbers using Station Square. When | asked about this at the Middleton
Square exhibition | was told that they were ‘working closely with the transport consultants’. But
they couldnt provide any evidence of this. In any case they seemed to regard this as a trailing
issue rather than a lead issue that should have shaped their options. This was the most basic issue
a decade ago when plans for restructuring transport movements in the square were prepared
without any data on different types of vehicle uses of the square. Belatedly, under pressure from
us, they carried out counts which revealed figures that confirmed our concerns, which was that
the scheme could not cope with the then current numbers of private hire and private cars, which
has proved to be the case. Since then car usage in the Square has increased.’




Design Changes

As the primary use of the Square is the transport interchange, any design changes (Question 4)
should firstly be determined by the needs of users of the interchange. These needs include:

. Pedestrians: safe, weather protected, short, direct and busy routes to, from and within the
transport interchange;

. Cyclists: safe routes, segregated from vehicles and pedestrians, to and from secure, well
managed cycle spaces and other facilities, enough to cope with evolving interchange use;

. Buses: easily accessed by potential users, with a layout of sheltered stops that enables easy
interchange and choice of service;

. Taxis: easy access to the set down and pick-up points, with well organised queuing;

. Private car hire: as regulatory powers are limited, they are treated as private vehicles. If at all
possible, similar set-down facilities to the taxis should be provided;

. Cars: the same needs as taxis should be met with set-down and pick up points and adequate
long-term parking adjacent to the interchange, with disabled parking in close proximity to
the station;

. Delivery vehicles: access to the Square should not be permitted in peak hours.

Looking forward, any rapid transit system would need to meet the same needs as bus users.
Predicting the impact of driverless vehicles and other technological changes is not possible at this
stage in their development.

But design changes to the Square need to be considered holistically, with the transport
interchange being given priority. If the layout of the interchange has a life of 20 to 30 years, or
maybe less, the decisions taken in one iteration must not be allowed to limit options for
subsequent iterations.

The present group of buildings give a strong sense of arrival in a different kind of place, a place
that is unique worldwide. Whatever the current transport requirements are, it is essential that this
sense of arrival, with views up Midsummer Boulevard, is not further compromised. Therefore, every
effort should be made to declutter the square whilst not compromising the interchange.

Ideas for inclusion in the square include:

. relocatable kiosks with retail and other uses;
. a curated events space;

. a curated exhibition space;

. trees;

. etc.

All of the interchange and associated facilities have to remain in public ownership.

‘We need a more objective appraisal of Station Square: how well or badly it is currently
functioning; how its design and landscape can be enhanced; and what needs to change to
make it the place of importance it should be. But, above all it is the portal to a rail station, and it
currently acts as MK’s central bus station. It is an office quarter with other purposes now
replacing some of these uses. If it is to function for a MK Metropolitan area with twice the
present population that suggests massive new pressures to come.

Don't we need a joint review by MK Council and MKDP of the wider Station Quarter?”




Option A: as existing, but with some changes

In the absence of any detailed research, no evidence of the desirability of the proposed changes to
the existing arrangements is provided. However, the following points are made:

. the Square is in public ownership, but poorly maintained;

. there is clear view up Midsummer Boulevard, but its scope is limited by visual clutter in the
Square;

. this is exacerbated by proposed tree planting along Elder Gate and in the raised lawns;

. orientation and wayfinding for pedestrians is poor on the direct routes from the station to
either side of Midsummer Boulevard;

. weather protection for pedestrians is limited, and is mainly around the Square’s perimeter;

. the provision for cyclists is minimal: poorly maintained stands, no facilities for changing; and
no segregated cycleways;

. congestion at peak hours to the south side of the Square extends journey times for buses
and private vehicles;

. taxis queuing with engines running is a problem;

. delivery vehicles are mixed in with general traffic with no unloading bays, thus contributing

to the increase in congestion.

This list of negative aspects of the existing arrangements show the pressure the transport
interchange is already under; to build on the Square would only increase this pressure.

Only one member expressed dislike of the square as originally designed:

‘The vista once you get out of the station is boring, the Square itself has nothing of interest or

note on it and is just a vast open space of nothingness.’

‘Minicab drivers should be allowed to drop off passengers in the taxi cab area, freeing
congestion in the private car drop-off. This is controversial, but minicab pick-up would be
banned in the taxi cab area.’

‘Maybe we could say more about the need to enhance Station Square as the major civic/public
space in the City? MK's Trafalgar Square? Better and more animated use of existing surrounding
buildings especially at ground floor and including the "Old Bus Station"? Integration with the new
MSCP and Digital Hub? Materials? Artwork? Lighting? Landscape? Management & Maintenance?
Cycle racks? Events? The Gateway to MK?

Option B: build over about half the Square

Although this option is unacceptable as it privatises land currently used for the interchange and
therefore reduces its scope and potential, and restricts the views from the Square whilst destroying
its architectural composition, there are elements that are worth commenting on:



. relocating buses to the former bus station repeats the mistakes of the past with an
unacceptably long walk from the rail to the bus station.

. as most buses are currently routed along Midsummer Boulevard, those travelling eastwards
along the Boulevard would have to loop around the roundabout at the end of Avebury
Boulevard;

. the land behind Phoenix and Elder Houses would be occupied by the interchange and

would displace the parking for the two buildings: it is also problematic as it is largely in
private ownership;

. generally, option B disperses the interchange over a wider area, whilst destroy the design of
the Square the Square.

Option C: build over most of the Square

Although this option is unacceptable as it privatises land currently used for the interchange and
therefore reduces its scope and potential, and restricts the views from the Square whilst destroying
its architectural composition, there are elements that are worth commenting on:

. safety concerns especially for those with visual impairments have been an issue in places
where shared surfaces have been used, but it is an idea worth exploring;
. spreading bus stops along Elder Gate on a shared surface would seem especially unsafe and

it puts buses too far away from the station entrance;
. access to the station from the rear access road is an idea worth pursuing, but would need
escalators as well as a lift and staircase;

. this arrangement could be used by private vehicles or public transport.

‘I am opposed to building over it. | would not support intruding on it in any way unless it
convincingly makes it more beautiful.’

‘Whenever | go to London and | am dropped off at the “top” | always enjoy the walk across the
square and noticing how, as you get closer to the station you get surrounded by the mirror
glass. You also cannot see anything above the office blocks. | wonder whether this should be
a “protected view” i.e. that the buildings behind Station North and Station South office blocks
should not project above them when viewed from the square. This is the best place to view
what the design of CMK is all about.’

‘Careful consideration needs to be given to the potential conflicts arising from proposals to
convert Station Square offices into flats. Where will their green spaces be and where would
children play. Where will the removal lorries get access, where will their parcel vans with their
online orders park?’

‘The idea of relocating the busses to the bus station across the road fills me with horror, as
that is a long distance to walk across and some people have difficulty in walking, especially
with a suitcase, or with young children.’




Comments on improving the existing Square

We believe the existing Square should be improved and would summarise the ways in which it
could be as follows:

. we appreciate the Council’s financial difficulties, but the principal gateway to MK should be
in an immaculate state of repair, well-maintained and clean, even if MKC has to innovate to
fund it;

. our gateway should not be an exhibit of our collective failure to support and house rough
sleepers;

. consistent, high standards of design of wayfinding and lighting should lead visitors on an

enjoyable walk through the city centre;

. the balance of vehicle movement around the Square needs correcting; this may need the
negotiation of new arrangements for private hire set down and taxi pickup to reduce
congestion for buses and private vehicles;

. consideration needs to be given to moving some vehicles to the rear of the station, accessed
by stairs, lifts and escalators;

. consideration needs to be given to decluttering the square, including moving the cycle
stands into better accommodation;

. consideration needs to be given to the nature of the station concourse: does it contain
enough facilities (public WCs, seating, space to wait in, meeting rooms for hire), and should
it be extended forwards, sideways or both?

. a performance space could be an asset to the square, but only if properly curated and
funded;

. relocatable kiosks providing shelter to passing pedestrians should be placed in the square;
and

. trees in containers, thus moveable, should be strategically placed to celebrate the City of
Trees.

This rethinking of Station Square is a large project to engage the best designers of the public realm.
It is an opportunity to create an improved gateway to MK without jeopardising the solving
unexpected problems that will inevitably arise as the city grows and we all respond to climate
change.

‘MKDP are proposing development in Station Square. The only development that is currently
viable in CMK is housing in the form of apartments. The CMK Neighbourhood Plan does not
allocate housing development in Station Square and neither does the recently adopted Plan:MK
which satisfies its housing requirements as set out in the CMK proposals plan within it. Do we
need to say more?’

'The open public areas of Station Square have been well used in the past for artistic (the first
International Festival and the 2016 one), sporting (e.g. beach volleyball, and a cycle-tour
station) and social events, but unfortunate aspects of the last redesign of the Square
prevented most of this from continuing, by installing bike racks in the wrong locations. These
simply need to be relocated and we suggested better locations a decade ago.’




The Roles of MK Council and MK Development Partnership

We have read the submission of David Lock, a Forum member, dated 04 August 2019, and agree
with his concerns, which he summarises as follows:

MKDP appears to have decided that CMK Station Square and private land in the vicinity can
accommodate a lot of built form of some type. We are not told who or why. The impression is
that MKDP have been encouraged by developers with schemes to build in the Square.

The study is premature - the generous space gives flexibility for many changes over time as the
city adjusts to a second huge wave of growth and radical transport changes, but its future
function is not yet clear enough to redesign it fundamentally and sell large parts of it to
developers especially if they have the intention of contravening the statutory development plan.

The present unpleasantness of CMK Station Square stems from appalling mis-management and
neglect of the public space by MK Council. If that failing is not addressed, no imagineering by
consultants, or wheeler dealing to sell off public land to passing developers, will move MK
forward. We shall still have a very busy interchange that is a shameful threshold of our city. That
is a MK Council issue, not an MKDP issue.

The study should be done properly by the local planning authority when there is more
understanding of how the Square is to be used once MK makes its next great leap forward.

The sooner a development corporation is set up with the competence to deal with complex issues
such as the impact of growth on public transport in CMK, the better.

In the meanwhile, the Forum believes that MKDP should stop work on Station Square and hand
over the work carried out to date to MKC. This consultation shows that it is not a transport authority
and has no understanding of the significance of the transport interchange and how it must grow.

Any changes to the Square should clearly be within the context of MKC's transport predictions and
policies. Any work on the Square should be co-ordinated with:

. the public space outside the Point;
. the work being done on the Market; and
. Midsummer Boulevard East as a whole.

All these public spaces are important for MK and should all use the same family of details and
materials.




Conclusion

The Forum’s conclusions are that:

. any work to the square should be independently audited against MKC's target for CO,
emissions.

. we accept that improvements can be made to Station Square bringing it back closer to the
intentions of the original architects;

. the proposals for retaining the Square generally as it is with some improvements and
decluttering has our support, subject to detail;

. a commitment to improved maintenance is essential before any further design work is
carried out;

. we oppose building on half or all of the Square;

. we oppose any proposal that leads to the privatisation of public space, especially where

future flexibility required by the interchange is compromised;

. some of the ideas forming part of the rejected Options B and C are worth further
consideration.

. we do not accept the role of MKDP rather than MKC as the planning authority promoting
these proposals, possibly against policy in Plan:MK;

. any work to the Square should relate in details and materials used on other public spaces.

The citizens of Milton Keynes are proud of the city and want to retain the original patterns and
intention. The station and the Square in front of it should reflect this. We do not need or want a
boring set of buildings on the Square which will reduce the image of Milton Keynes to another
borina town!
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