DIARY OF A PUBLIC INQUIRY INTO ASDA STORE 
  SPRING 1977
Asda wanted a store on wasteland in East- side Swansea. Although the Draft Structure Plan supported the principle of a store, the County Engineer was adamant that the road system was inadequate, so West Glamorgan County Council refused the application on both highways and planning grounds. What follows is the story of the two day appeal as recorded in Graham King’s diary.
----------------------------------------------

The Asda Inquiry is scheduled for the first day back after Easter, on the Wednesday. Although I bring some papers from the office to read over the Easter break, I don’t find the time. Anyway, I can check through my proof of evidence while the appellants present their case first.

Wednesday is beautiful. I walk down the hill to catch the No. 1 bus at Limeslade (my car is in for repair). The tide is coming in, glinting in the early morning sunshine. There’s no hurry, the driver and conductor are having a break, a leisurely cigarette, leaning over the railing. Time to get on, and as the bus rattles round the bay I ponder on the day ahead. True, I have not been as thorough as I might, but as we support a store in principle on the east-side, what’s the point?

I check in at the office, and get a lift to the Inquiry which is being held in the old Gower R.D.C. offices in Uplands. We’re due to meet our QC at 9 o’clock sharp. We meet in a room that serves as a staff kitchen and day room, with our papers on a dusty old table, resplendent with an ancient electric hot plate. I hope this is not an omen. The walls are peeling and damp, I glance round as the County Engineer discusses his objections with Counsel. There is a also a dart board, and a brown stained sink.
“So why are 660 houses permissible and not the store?” asks our QC. The CE explains the difference between the domestic traffic generated locally
and the store traffic which would be “foreign, alien to the area”. “What about the money offered for the improvements?” “They want to pre-empt priorities, its morally wrong”. “In fact”, demurs the QC, “they are pointing a blunderbuss at us, are they not?”

My own discussion with the QC is brief, just some tactics we might deploy. At ten to ten we stroll to the chamber to take up positions. In an arc around the Inspector sit sequentially the Asda team and their QC; the County line-up; some City Council boys behind us, plus a Tesco observer, and one or two members of the public. Rather a club atmosphere.
The Inspector raps on the bench and day 1 begins. A momentary panic as one of my aides whispers that I’m on first, but fortunately it’s not the case.

The Inspector introduces himself and confesses he has qualifications in Engineering and Town Planning, and is a Fellow of the Institute of Highway Engineers. Obviously chosen to handle the traffic matters. Immediate impression: austere, law abiding, impartial. I note white hair, white shirt, grey tie, dark suit. Invites respect. He extends an invitation to all who wish to speak and then reads out some letters he’s received supporting the need for the store. The Swansea solicitor also hands in a short statement and then disappears. Reading it, I’m a little surprised – it refers to earlier support for the store as an application and as policy in their Shopping Subject Plan (sic), but does not record their committee’s latest minute, contained in my evidence, withdrawing the Council’s support.
The Asda QC invites Mr Ridgeway, a Director of Asda to take the stand.

I respect Ridgeway, he turned up to our Structure Plan Seminar on Shopping and said our Issues Report was the best and fairest he’d read in the UK. Things like that you remember. He reads a very general proof on company policy and waits for our QC to wade in. Its soon obvious that Ridgeway may be big in policy, but certainly not on the local context of this proposal. He shortly exits, off on company business. I bump into Duffield at lunchtime, he’s Asda’s local promoter. He’s angry he wasn’t in the box, he knows the detail backwards. We share commiserations.

Next is Michael Thorncroft, a chartered surveyor, appearing as their planning consultant. Much of his evidence is culled from County and City reports and on basic assumptions he and the county are agreed. He presents it well, but stumbles tellingly over the state of the roads and pedestrian access. The photos prepared by the County highlight the dangers to life and limb of narrow roads, bends, junctions and few footpaths. “One’s got to measure this against standards, in this less than perfect world. At the end of the day one has to come to a balanced judgement. There is a need for shopping facilities. In my view this takes precedence over traffic hazards. People have to use these roads now!” “Yes! But not with all the additional traffic generated by the store!”, snaps our QC.

1 o’clock, and this transitory community breaks up for lunch. For the purposes of protocol the Inspector goes to the Cosy Café to relax with The Times, the Asda team goes to the Uplands Tavern of Dylan Thomas fame, and the QC’s I know not where. The CE goes home. For the rest of us, our paths cross and recross as we enjoy the fresh air outside the offices. It’s coats-off warm in the sunshine, coats-on in the shady patches, one of those days. Time to resume, so back down the tunnel into the chamber.
Next its Asda’s traffic consultant. With his mohair suit and matching ensemble he’s very private sector, albeit an engineer. He’s cut himself shaving here and there. His evidence permits our respective QC’s to perform like fighting cocks, up and down in turn like the proverbial yo-yo, employing their obsequious and sometimes viciously demeaning language to good effect. Dressed in the official garb of black suits, stiff white collars and black ties, they parade their professional culture of domination: to thoroughly explore (exploit?) the evidence before them and to draw out points of advantage that help their clients. In so doing they seek to intimidate, occasionally demean or harass, all the while assuming a superior-subordinate relationship to their victims.

I’m intrigued by the sociology of all this, by the class of people attracted to the bar, and how it relates to the majesty of the law and the pursuit of justice. I don’t really see how the unvarnished truth can emerge if they merely succeed in getting one’s knickers in a twist. Yet, perhaps, it’s the only way to break down some of the lordly bureaucrats imposing their own rigid standards on the public. Make no mistake, the game is played according to their rules. They ask the questions, you supply the answers.
Seems simple, except you’re always being led step by step into positions you don’t want to acknowledge – because the questions, unless you are extremely aware, often deliberately ignore or seek to circumvent the important assumptions and premises which you are not allowed to clarify.

I’m bored with the question and answer on traffic. I listen, rather, to the “noise”, the tone they employ, the medium not the message. Our QC has clipped tones with just a trace of a Welsh accent; his bespectacled eye framed by a sternish countenance, broadcast his serious intent (softened by his wispy hair) with just a hint of malice. A ploy? Who knows?

But it’s generally effective: no wonder witnesses lose their cool from time to time under the probing scrutiny, the muffled sarcasm and acid wit. Occasionally a witness will wriggle free, not through compassion, but because a new line of enquiry has blurred his initial thrust.
He holds himself well and snaps forth his comments: “Quite so!” (inferring “we all knew that”) or “if you agree with me on that point, then surely you will also accept my next?” (A sort of coaxing through flattery.) And so it goes on, the cut and thrust. “Thank you, I’m simply pointing out to you” (are you the fool he implies?); or “You seem to be saying” (confirming your confusion); or “now I believe you said, perfectly rightly” ( highlighting how garbled you are now beginning to sound); or “I want to make it perfectly plain” (so even you can understand it!); or “Yes! Yes! I want to ask you about that later” (summarily dismissing a useful point where you have actually scored); or “that is just your opinion, is it not?” or “my suggestion is” (opinions are weak because they are yours, suggestions are strong because they are his).
Day 2 begins with more cross examination of the traffic expert. I’m on next and so run briefly through my evidence: a few typing errors here and there, but on the whole I’m pleased with it. I look up and notice the chamber has rooflight windows. Because of draughts somebody has stuck large sheets of brown paper across, but they’re hanging down swaying just above the heads of the QC’s, while a long cobweb wafts gently in the breeze. A clock on the wall is permanently stuck at five past one. I’m mainly concerned about questions on alternative sites, and the immutability of the TPP. And now I’m on, its noon, so just time to read my statement before lunch.

Our QC seeks the Inspector’s approval to take me through my evidence. I am led like a bull by the nose, page by page, paragraph by paragraph. “And in paragraph 3.4 Mr King, do you not say…?” A: “That is so”. Yes, no, no, agreed, etc, it makes me feel nervous and dependent. I read out the section on shopping issues in full, and my concluding section explaining how my view changed during the preparation of the Structure Plan. I finish at seven minutes to one and the Inspector calls a halt.
At 2pm prompt their QC begins his attack. “Is it not correct, Mr King, that the only reason we are at this Inquiry is that it was personal animosity between you and the City’s Planning Director that led you to oppose the development.” I don’t believe this is happening. “That is a completely unwarranted suggestion, and I ask you to withdraw it immediately”, I flash. “Oh come now, Mr King”. I cut him short, “I’m sorry, I repeat, the application has been dealt with in an entirely professional manner. I ask you to withdraw your remarks.” “Mr King, there is nothing personal intended in my remarks. This is something that goes on between authorities all over the country.” Eventually, we move on.

“You have read the City’s Subject Plan on Shopping, have you not?”

“Yes, but it was never adopted and never sent to me on consultation.”

“Is it not true Mr King, that your department were upset that despite all their work on the Structure Plan, you came to the same conclusion but took twice as long?” We’d never included the document in the Development Plan Scheme as we clearly felt that Shopping Policy with a county-wide impact was therefore a county responsibility. The Subject Plan was not based on any of analysis of income or spending power. (I didn’t wish to be too rude about the City, but after all they had published about 30 various so-called Subject Plans.)
At last we get on to the question of possible alternative sites. I deftly explain that there are a number of sites worthy of further consideration which will be studied in the final stage of the Structure Plan. “With respect, you are giving me a lot of flannel”, he urges. I stick to my guns feeling rather foolish. I explain we support a store in principle, but not on this site, because of poor roads and pedestrian access. My glory fades as he asks a string of questions on local schools, where they are, how many pupils, etc. I’m not the local planner, but even so I should have done my homework on the local detail.
Its over but for the Inspector. I sense he’s friendly, but you can never tell about these things. We discuss the plan showing details of land use, and areas of unused land that could obviously accommodate a store. I point to a couple of the more favourable options just to stress there are some. That’s it and I return to my seat.

I take the next day off, on Friday, but I learn later that the County Engineer put up a good show. We both feel we’ve won it, but it’s a negative kind of achievement. I want some action on the east-side.

POSTSCRIPT

The store was built following a deal with Asda to improve the local road network and pedestrian access. Thirty years on and Asda have moved to a much larger store on part of the Morganite site elsewhere in the valley as part of a deal to help save jobs in Swansea.
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