
 

   
 

Have your say on plans to 
improve the area south of 
High Street 
Find out more about our plans to breathe new life into 
the area south of the High Street in Leighton Buzzard. 

Find out more at 
www.centralbedfordshire.gov.uk/consultations 



   
 

- 2 - 

Overview 

 
We are excited to share our proposals to transform part of Leighton Buzzard to ensure the town 
centre continues to be a thriving, bustling and vibrant place. 

High Streets nationally have been struggling, but Leighton Buzzard’s is performing well. We want 
to protect it and boost it by developing the Council owned land south of the High Street.  

The Council owns several parcels of land in the area south of the High Street including the 
Westlands Care Home and Day Centre site, which is soon to be vacated, and Duncombe Drive car 
park.    

Over the last six months, the Council has carried out extensive work to review development 
opportunities for this land. Our work has shown that, at this current time, the most likely demand 
is residential led mixed-use. Residential use would mean more people living, working and spending 
their money in Leighton Buzzard town which will help to ensure the town continues to be a 
thriving, bustling and vibrant place. 

Whilst future development is likely to be new homes, a residential led mixed-use site could include 
a small amount of additional retail, whilst still avoiding over-providing retail which could lead to 
empty units and undermine the success of the High Street. Through our community engagement 
work we have been told there is a strong desire for a community / cultural facility in the town. 

Car parking studies have shown that although Duncombe Drive car park is well used, there 
is plenty of parking elsewhere in the town, so consideration is being given to releasing some of the 
car park space, to increase the amount of space that could be developed.    

The benefits of increasing the size of the development land are two-fold. It makes it a much more 
attractive opportunity for developers to invest in giving us the best chance of making the biggest 
difference to the town and gives more opportunity to explore whether a new community / cultural 
facility is a possibility.    

The proposed approach strikes the best balance between meeting the Council’s objectives to 
transform the area, support the thriving High Street, retain positive community amenities such as 
car parking and explores a new community / cultural facility in the town centre without cost to the 
taxpayer.  

The Council is now consulting on its proposed approach before making a decision to proceed. The 
consultation is an opportunity for residents, businesses and stakeholders in the area to give their 
feedback on the plans. The feedback, along with other information will be considered by Members 
of Central Bedfordshire Council before making a decision.  
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About the site 

The area is commonly referred to as Land South of High Street. It comprises six distinct areas in 
the freehold ownership of Central Bedfordshire Council. The site offers a unique opportunity for a 
comprehensive, new, residential led mixed-use town centre development and sustainable 
extension to the town centre’s primary shopping area.   

As the Council is building the £13million ultra-energy efficient Marigold House as a modern 
replacement for Westlands Care Home and Day Centre, consideration can be given to the future 
use of the Westlands site (area 6a and 6b) along with the other parcels of Council owned land.   
 

Picture 1: Land South of High Street, Council-owned sites 

   

The site is bounded to the north by the rear of properties fronting the High Street, mainly in retail 
use at ground floor level. The southern boundary is bounded by the rear gardens of mature houses 
fronting Church Avenue and Parsons Close recreation ground, a Victorian park with views 
extending across the river plain.  
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Picture 2: Site photos     
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Starting point  

The Council wants to transform this area of Leighton Buzzard town centre.  

The redevelopment potential of the land south of the High Street has been discussed and explored 
for a number of years. The Council is keen to progress this, particularly in light of the imminent 
relocation of the care home and day centre.  

Key aims and objectives are to deliver development that complements and strengthens the 
performance of the town centre overall and provides social, environmental and economic 
benefits. 

The scheme needs to be achievable with the recognition that there is limited or no Council funding 
available to redevelop the site itself. In preparing this proposal, the Council recognised the scheme 
would need to be realistic.  To do this we have considered market demand to rule out 
“pipedreams” and develop an approach that considers all use types but is the most likely to 
actually happen.  

 

Understanding the site and community needs 

 
Market demand summary 

To ensure our approach is realistic and deliverable, the Council carried out work to understand 
what the current market demand for the land might be and if some potential uses are unviable 
and therefore unrealistic. 

The outcome of this work has shown that, at this current time, the most likely demand for the land 
is residential led mixed-use.  

Residential use would increase footfall and support the economy in the town centre. 

A community or cultural facility could form part of a mixed-use scheme, provided it is financially 
viable in its own right.   

The market study showed there is least likely to be demand for large scale offices or large scale 
retail.  

Our research indicates a mixed-use scheme may support a small amount of office space but unless 
a large organisation requires a new headquarters, it is unlikely that large scale office will be 
deliverable. 

While a small amount of additional retail as part of a mixed-use site could be viable, over-
providing retail is more likely to lead to empty units and undermine the success of the High Street. 
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Community facilities study  
Benchmarking has been carried out against areas of similar scale or location to understand the 
current provision of community facilities in the town centre. 

Picture 2: Community facilities within a 10-min drive from the town centre 

  

 

While there are various spaces and venues available in Leighton Buzzard, they are generally small 
and located outside the town centre. Comparison with benchmark town centres, showed that:  
 

• Leighton Buzzard is performing relatively well if the total number of halls, civic spaces, 
places of worship and schools that providing spaces for community activities are 
considered. However, there are specific types of spaces that are currently missing from the 
town centre. 

• There are insufficient spaces for arts and culture as the Council’s Library Theatre is the only 
performance space with a relatively limited capacity (170 seats).  

• There is no facility to display Leighton Buzzard’s history. The only facility related to heritage 
is Leighton Buzzard Railway.  

• There are no studio or gallery spaces for the artists and places for rehearsals are limited. 
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• There are limited spaces that can host 100+ people. Brooklands Club can host up to 200 
people but it is not open during the day. The Recreation Rooms can host up to 120 and 
Astral Community Centre can host up to 100 people.   

• There are several leisure facilities and schools that offer spaces for community meetings 
and activities. Although, community groups are not always aware of what is available. 

• There’s scope to maximise the use of available facilities such as schools and places of 
worship outside their core function. 

The full report from this study is available on the Council website as Appendix A: Leighton Buzzard 
Engagement Report. 

 

Community engagement feedback  
Picture 3: Engagement which has taken place to inform our proposal    

 
The team undertook 1-2-1 discussions with officers and the Town Council and organised two 
online workshops and a digital survey (113 responses and 8 email responses) with community 
groups and venues about the existing provision of community facilities which also identified any 
additional requirements. The survey responses showed that: 

• 68% of the respondents believe that a multi-purpose community space is missing from 
Leighton Buzzard  

• 47.5% think that there’s a need for an exhibition space to display Leighton Buzzard’s history 

• 36.8% say that a performance space is missing from the town centre 

• 78.5% consider their venues affordable 

• 66% say that the facility they use is in a good condition 

• Users report a lack of coordination in managing community venues 

• There is peak demand during weekday evenings and weekday daytime. Consideration should 
be given to providing additional capacity in the peak period to accommodate the full scope of 
demand. 
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The full analysis of the survey results and workshops is available on the Council website as 
Appendix A: Leighton Buzzard Engagement Report and Appendix B: Leighton Buzzard community 
facilities survey results. 

 

Parking study summary  
In November 2022, the Council commissioned an independent study to understand how well used 
the five public off-street car parks in Leighton Buzzard are. The study included a look at ticket sales 
and a one-week survey using an Automated Number Plate Recognition camera (ANPR). While the 
ANPR survey was just a one-week snapshot, it took place during a busy period (immediately pre-
Christmas). The demand recorded also compared well against the demand recorded over a similar 
period in the ticket sales data review. As such, it makes a robust basis for this appraisal. 

 

There are 600 public car park spaces across the five town centre car parks.  

Duncombe Drive car park provides 139 paid for car parking bays. 65 are for the general public, 3 
are disabled bays, 29 are for permit holders and 42 bays are for market traders. Market days are 
primarily Tuesday and Saturday and the market trader bays are reserved for them on those days. 
The public can park in the market trader bays when they are not reserved. 

The key findings from the parking study are:  

• Usage of all car parks in Leighton Buzzard has been increasing since the pandemic but has 
not returned to pre-pandemic levels 

• Duncombe Drive is the busiest car park and West Street the least busy 
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• Market days are the busiest days for parking (Tuesdays and Saturdays) 
• Duncombe Drive has the highest turnover of spaces with most purchasing tickets for just 1 

or 2 hours at a time but not staying for the full duration 
• Across all car parks there is a degree of underused capacity. The ANPR survey showed circa 

20% of all car parking spaces are available even in the busy December period.  

The chart below shows the current car parking capacity, the current demand and that a 20% 
reduction in spaces (circa 100 spaces) could be accommodated.  

 

The full parking study report is available on the Council website as Appendix C: Leighton Buzzard 
Car Park Study. 

 

Our proposal  

In developing our proposal for the area, we considered the studies undertaken, the engagement 
feedback and our objectives. It is important to remember there is no funding for the Council to 
develop the sites so one of the key objectives was to develop an approach that could deliver the 
maximum benefits to the town without costing the Council or the taxpayer.  

We want to transform the area south of the High Street. There are some parcels of Council owned 
land that are unused, and the Westlands Care Home and Day Centre will soon sit empty. We want 
to make the best use of these Council resources for the benefit of the town.  

 



   
 

- 10 - 

The market insight work has shown that, at this current time, the most likely demand for the land 
is residential led mixed-use.  Residential use would mean more people living, working and 
spending their money in Leighton Buzzard town which will help to ensure the town continues to 
be a thriving, bustling and vibrant place. 

Future redevelopment is likely to be new homes.  A residential led mixed-use site could include a 
small amount of additional retail, whilst avoiding over-providing retail which could lead to empty 
units and undermine the success of the High Street.  Through our community engagement work 
we have been told there is a strong desire for a community / cultural facility in the town. 

A study of public car parks across the town has shown that there is an over provision of car parking 
spaces.  Even on peak days car parking spaces sit empty and we want to make the best use of 
underused car park space for the benefit of the town. Although Duncombe Drive car park is well 
used, because there is plenty of parking elsewhere in the town, consideration is being given to 
releasing some of Duncombe Drive car park space to increase the amount of space that could be 
redeveloped.    

The benefits of increasing the size of the redevelopment land are two-fold. It makes it a much 
more attractive opportunity for developers to invest in and gives us the best chance of making the 
biggest difference to the town and gives more opportunity to explore whether a new community / 
cultural facility is a possibility.    

Our proposal for the site is to keep 30% (42 spaces) of the car parking spaces at Duncombe Drive 
car park and include 70% (97 spaces) of Duncombe Drive car park in the land available for 
development.    

Car parking in our proposal has been retained at around 80% of the total current provision across 
the town, which aligns with parking study findings regarding the parking capacity required.  

The proposed approach above strikes the best balance between delivering the maximum benefits 
for the town, retaining positive community amenities such as car parking and exploring a new 
community / cultural facility in the town centre without costing the taxpayer.  

 

Important points to note 
The Council is at an early stage in its thinking for the area and cannot be certain about the exact 
nature of the development at this stage. The work we have done has given confidence that the 
area can be developed and what is most likely to be deliverable now is residential led mixed-use.  

Releasing some of Duncombe Drive car park land is an important step, but there will be further 
steps and decisions along the way.  

Any future proposed development of the sites would need planning permission, and this would 
involve a public consultation. As part of the planning process, any development would need to 
consider its own parking provision.  

The Council is not proposing to build a community /cultural centre. A community / cultural facility 
would need to be self-sufficient financially so that it does not cost the taxpayer. 
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If any income is generated from future development this would help fund other council priorities.   

 

Feedback opportunities and decision making 

You can give your feedback on these proposals by completing our questionnaire online or completing a 
paper copy. To do this online, go to www.centralbedfordshire.gov.uk/consultations  
   
Paper copies will be available at Leighton Buzzard library, or you can call the Council on 0300 300 8300 and 
we will send you a paper copy.  
 
The consultation is open from 10 March to 2 June 2023.  
 
A consultation is a way for us to hear from you about proposals we are suggesting. This is not the same as a 
vote, but it is a really valuable way of us hearing first-hand what you think about an idea or change. It gives 
us the opportunity to better understand the impact a change might have and change things if it isn’t quite 
right. It’s also an opportunity to hear about your own ideas.   
 
During the consultation we will also hold four information events, two online and two in-person, so that 
you can ask questions and fully understand the proposals before responding to the consultation.  The 
details of the events are below.  
 

• Saturday 25th March, 10am-2pm, Market Square  
• Tuesday 28th March, 10am-2pm, Market Square  
• Wednesday 19th April, 3:30-4:30pm, online event https://www.eventbrite.co.uk/e/leighton-

buzzard-land-south-of-high-street-webinar-1-tickets-578938188707 
• Thursday 20th April, 6:30-7:30pm, online event, https://www.eventbrite.co.uk/e/leighton-buzzard-

land-south-of-high-street-webinar-2-tickets-579051638037 

Elected Members at Central Bedfordshire Council will consider the consultation feedback and other 
information before making a decision at the Council’s Executive meeting in the October 2023.



 

 

 

Find us online: www.centralbedfordshire.gov.uk 
Call: 0300 300 8300 
Email: customers@centralbedfordshire.gov.uk 
Write to: Central Bedfordshire Council, Priory House,  
Monks Walk, Chicksands, Shefford, Bedfordshire SG17 5TQ 


