Examination of the Welwyn Hatfield Local Plan
Stage 1 - Examination hearing sessions
Statement by North Hertfordshire District Council
1. This short statement by North Hertfordshire District Council (NHDC) has been prepared
to assist the Inspector in the Stage 1 hearings of the above examination.
2. NHDC has no outstanding objection to the above plan on Duty to Co-operate (the Duty)
grounds. NHDC and Welwyn Hatfield Borough Council (WHBC) have prepared and
agreed a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) (WHBC Examination Library DTC2).
3. On Tuesday 19 September 2017, NHDC received via the Programme Officer a request
from the Inspector to appear at this session to assist his understanding of issues in
relation to the Duty to Co-operate. NHDC understand that the Inspector’s queries
specifically relate to the matter of a potential new settlement in NHDC’s administrative
area and any discussions held with WHBC under the Duty on this matter.
4. Due to commitments in relation to the forthcoming Examination of our own plan, NHDC
are regrettably unable to attend this session in person. This statement sets out the
position of NHDC on this specific matter. We request that this statement is added as an
Examination Document to assist the Inspector and other parties.
NHDC Plan: Current position
5. NHDC’s plan was submitted for Examination in June 2017. The Council are awaiting
dates for the hearing sessions. NHDC’s adopted Local Development Scheme
anticipates these occurring before the end of 2017.
6. NHDC’s plan does not contain any specific site(s) or allocations for a new settlement.
7. No specific site(s) or landholdings capable of accommodating a new settlement are
being promoted through the Examination by landowners or their agents as an alternate
to the strategy in the plan.
8. NHDC’s position in relation to a new settlement is set out in Policy SP8 of the plan and
its supporting text and also in the Delivery chapter of the plan. Relevant extracts are
appended to this statement.
9. In summary, the current plan recognises:


The long-term nature of new settlement planning (paragraph 4.101);



That initial investigatory work has been conducted and continues to be
progressed (paragraphs 4.101 and 14.35);



The need to work with relevant agencies to identify new settlement options that
may contribute to housing supply in the period after 2026 (Policy SP8(e)(i)); and



That the outcomes of the new settlement process will be reflected in a future full
review of the plan to be completed by the mid-2020s at the latest (paragraph
14.37).

10. The suitability (or otherwise) of the spatial strategy in the NHDC Plan, the reasonable
alternatives considered and monitoring & review mechanisms will be assessed through
the Examination of the NHDC plan.
11. A report to the Council’s Overview and Scrutiny Committee on 19 September 2017
provided an update in relation to the new settlement process. This identified that the
next phases of work are likely to encompass consideration of high-level estimates of
future housing requirements to 2051 and topic papers on possible delivery models,
viability and infrastructure. This report is publically available on the Council website,
www.north-herts.gov.uk.
Discussion of new settlement with WHBC under the Duty
12. The information submitted by WHBC to the examination includes their evidence of cooperation under the Duty (In particular, DTC3).
13. From this, it can be seen that the issue of a new settlement was discussed at a
meeting attended by both WHBC and NHDC on 26 January 2015 (DTC3, pp.37-42).
14. The specific issue of a potential new settlement in NHDC and its potential to
accommodate unmet needs arising in WHBC was discussed more fulsomely at a
bilateral meeting between the two authorities on 11 November 2016 (DTC3, pp.55-56).
15. In summary, the minutes (reproduced in full in DTC3) record that the prospect of a new
settlement in NHDC remains in its infancy and that a future review of the NHDC Local
Plan may need to take account of longer-term unmet needs in the wider area towards
the end of the plan period and post-2031.
16. This is consistent with the broad approach set out in the NHDC plan and recorded in
the MoU between the two authorities (DTC2, paragraph 6.13).
Conclusion
17. It can be seen from the evidence that the issue of a potential future new settlement in
NHDC has been discussed by the two authorities under the Duty. Those discussions
have progressed as far as they realistically can for the time being.
18. There is no reasonable prospect of a new settlement in NHDC making any substantive
contribution to housing requirements prior to 2026 and will require a future review of
the NHDC plan. There can presently be no guarantee that any new settlement (or
alternate spatial strategy) in NHDC will have capacity to address needs for WHBC or
any other surrounding authority. This is a matter for a future review to consider.
19. The outcomes of those discussions are reflected in the MoU between NHDC and
WHBC. The position in the MoU is consistent with that set out in the emerging NHDC
Plan which it is anticipated will be examined before the end of 2017.
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Housing and Development
Policy SP8: Housing
Over the period 2011-2031, housing growth will be supported across the District.
We will:
a. Release sufficient land to deliver at least 14,000 new homes for North
Hertfordshire’s own needs. Of these:
i.

around 13,800 will be provided within that part of the District falling
within the Stevenage Housing Market Area (HMA); while

ii.

around 200 will be provided within that part of the District falling
within the Luton HMA;

b. Provide additional land within the Luton HMA for a further 1,950 homes as a
contribution towards the unmet needs for housing arising from Luton;
c. Deliver these homes through the sites and allowances identified in this Plan
that will support approximately48:
i.

4,340 homes from completions and permissions achieved since
2011 and other allowances;

ii.

7,700 homes from six Strategic Housing Sites:
· BA1 - North of Baldock for 2,800 homes (2,500 to be delivered
by 2031);
· LG1 - North of Letchworth for 900 homes;
· NS1 - North of Stevenage in Graveley parish for 900 homes;
· HT1 - East of Hitchin for 700 homes;
· GA2 - North-east of Great Ashby in Weston parish for 600
homes; and
· EL1 / EL2 / EL3 - East of Luton for 2,100 homes;

iii.

4,860 homes through local housing allocations that will provide
homes on:
· newly identified sites and land within pre-existing settlement
limits;
· sites released from the Green Belt as part of a comprehensive,
District-wide review; and
· land identified following a review of other relevant boundaries
or designations.

iv.

7 new, permanent Gypsy and Traveller pitches

d. Maintain a five-year housing land supply and target the completion of 20%
of new homes over the plan period on previously developed land;

48

These requirements include a small buffer of approximately 7% over and above the targets for
North Hertfordshire’s housing needs identified in criterion (a) to ensure sufficient flexibility. See
Monitoring and Delivery chapter for further information.
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e. Seek to provide long-term certainty by:

f.

i.

working with the Government and other relevant agencies to identify
new settlement options within North Hertfordshire that can provide
additional housing supply in the period after 2026; and

ii.

safeguarding land to the west of the A1(M) at Stevenage, as shown
on the Proposals Map, for up to 3,100 dwellings in the period beyond
2026 subject to a future review of this Plan;

Support a range of housing tenures, types and sizes measured against
targets to provide:
i.

33% of all homes over the plan period as Affordable Housing for
local needs with targets to deliver up to 40% Affordable Housing
where viable;

ii.

a broadly even split between smaller (1- and 2-bed) and larger (3+
bed) properties; and

iii.

100 plots for self-build development over the plan period; and

g. Provide up to 350 bed spaces in suitable, supported accommodation to
meet the needs of those who cannot live in their own home.
4.85

The need for housing is one of the biggest issues for local plans to address. A
balance needs to be struck between the large and pressing need for housing with the
desirability of protecting the countryside. Green Belt boundaries in North
Hertfordshire were last reviewed between 1984 and 1992. At that time access to
housing was comparatively much easier than it is today, especially for younger
newly-forming households.

4.86

Our evidence identifies a requirement for 13,800 homes to be built between 2011
and 2031 to meet the needs of North Hertfordshire49. A modest uplift has been
added. This predominantly reflects the fact that, as people live for longer and live in
their own homes for longer, it may be more appropriate to assume that more of their
needs will be met in the normal housing stock50.

4.87

It is also necessary to consider the wider needs of housing market areas which affect
North Hertfordshire. In particular, the Luton housing market area covers parts of
North Hertfordshire, and the need for development in this area is significant. A
contribution towards unmet needs is made by this Plan.

4.88

It would only be possible to deliver a modest proportion of these housing
requirements on land within the village and Green Belt boundaries established in the
previous District Plan51. Having considered a wide range of evidence, this Plan
concludes that sensible, planned expansion of towns and villages is the best way of
delivering the growth needed whilst protecting the largely rural character of the
remainder of the District.

4.89

More than 4,300 of the required homes are accounted for by completions since 2011,
sites which have already obtained planning permission and other allowances. These
allowances include windfalls (those sites which will continue to come forward for
development outside of the local plan process) as well as broad locations. These are

49

Updating the Overall Housing Need (ORS, 2016)
Housing requirements are normally calculated on the basis that the proportion of older persons
needing specialised accommodation will not change over time.
51
Strategic Housing Land Availability Assessment (NHDC, 2016)
50

48

areas where it is reasonable to assume development might occur in the latter years
of the plan, but where we cannot currently identify the exact location. The majority of
these 4,300 homes will be on previously developed land.
4.90

Just under half of all new homes over the plan period will be delivered on six
Strategic Housing Sites removed from the Green Belt. Three of these sites adjoin
some of North Hertfordshire’s largest settlements – Hitchin, Letchworth Garden City
and Baldock.

4.91

Stevenage adjoins North Hertfordshire to the south-east. The tight administrative
boundaries here mean it is possible to develop two strategic sites that are within
North Hertfordshire, but will integrate with the planned urban area of Stevenage.

4.92

These sites will all be built wholly to meet the housing needs of North Hertfordshire.

4.93

Luton lies immediately to the west of the District. This strategic allocation for 2,100
homes is predominantly to meet the needs of Luton, but around 150 of the homes
here will contribute to North Hertfordshire’s housing needs52.

4.94

A strategic policy has been prepared for each site setting out the site-specific
measures we will require. These are in addition to the general requirements on
matters such as affordable housing and open space set out in the detailed policies of
the Plan which apply in all instances.

4.95

The remainder of new homes will be delivered through a range of local housing
allocations set out in the detailed policies of this Plan:
·

·

·
·

More than 850 further homes are identified within pre-existing settlement
boundaries and have influenced our target to build 20% of new homes on
previously developed land;
As part of our comprehensive review of the Green Belt, a number of additional
villages have been ‘inset’ with boundaries drawn to release additional land for
development. These locations will contribute around 2,600 homes to our
target whilst also ensuring the long-term sustainability of these settlements.
A series of developments around the edge of Royston will contribute almost
1,000 further homes; while
A review of settlement boundaries in the Rural Areas Beyond the Green Belt
allows for approximately 400 homes.

4.96

This Plan also makes provision to meet the future needs of the Gypsy and Traveller
community. Existing arrangements at the Pulmer Water site near Codicote will be
formalised allowing requirements over the period to 2031 to be met.

4.97

These targets require housing completions within the District to accelerate well above
those achieved historically. However, past rates have been constrained, in part, by
tight village and Green Belt boundaries that have not been reviewed for twenty years
whilst Government policy supports a ‘significant boost’ in the supply of housing.

4.98

This needs to be balanced against realistic expectations about when we can expect
to see new homes being built. This is especially the case on the largest sites which
can require significant up-front investment in infrastructure such as new roads. As a
result, most of the planned new homes are likely to be delivered after 2021.

52

The remaining 50 homes within the Luton Housing Market Area for North Hertfordshire’s needs
identified in criterion (a)(ii) will be met from local housing allocations, completions, permissions and
windfalls. See Housing and Green Belt Technical Paper (NHDC, 2016).
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4.99

A stepped approach is considered most appropriate. Housing supply will be
measured against targets to deliver an average of 500 homes per year over the first
ten years of the plan period (2011-2021). For the period beyond 2021, a target of
1,100 homes per year will apply.

4.100 As this Local Plan was developed, many residents suggested that a new settlement
in North Hertfordshire would be the best way to meet future needs. We recognise
many of the merits of this argument. In the longer term, continual incremental
additions to existing settlements may not be the best solution.
4.101 The Council is committed to fully exploring new settlement options in the District. Our
evidence shows that we cannot expect a new settlement to make a substantial
contribution to housing requirements in this Plan period to 203153.
4.102 The outcomes of the new settlement process will be reflected in the next review of
this Plan. The review will supplement rather than replace the allocations in this Plan
and provide greater certainty for the period beyond this Plan.
4.103 If a new settlement is pursued, it would be unlikely to meet all future needs and it
would probably still remain necessary to identify additional sites54. This issue is
exacerbated by the constrained nature of some surrounding authorities. Stevenage
Borough’s current plan strategy is likely to leave only limited development
opportunities within their administrative area by 203155.
4.104 Land to the west of the A1(M) at Stevenage within North Hertfordshire has long been
identified as a sustainable location for a substantial urban extension to the town.
Given the history of this site, it is considered there is sufficient justification to remove
this site from the Green Belt now and safeguard it for future use. No development will
be permitted until a plan review determines that the site is required to meet long-term
needs and remains (part of) the most appropriate solution.
4.105 In taking this approach, it is recognised that a review of this Local Plan will need to
conclude before the end of the plan period in 2031. It is reasonable to assume that
some development will be realised from whichever sites are identified through this
process in the period after 2026. An allowance of 500 homes has been included in
our housing figures.
4.106 Chapter 14 of this Plan sets out in greater detail how we expect the local plan review
process to occur.
4.107 As well as setting targets for the amounts of housing, it is vital that the Local Plan
sets clear expectations as to the types of homes that will be built.
4.108 The price of housing in North Hertfordshire is a key issue and many local residents
are unable to afford housing without some form of assistance. At least one out of
every three new homes built over the plan period will be Affordable Housing56 to
meet local needs. This will be achieved through a tiered approach requiring up to
40% provision on allocated sites, with 100% affordable schemes appropriate in some
instances.
53

North Hertfordshire New Settlement Study (ATLAS, 2016)
Long-term Government household and population projections, which form the starting point for
consideration of local plan housing targets, continue to predict substantial growth within North
Hertfordshire well beyond 2031.
55
Stevenage Borough Local Plan 2011-2031: Publication draft (Stevenage Borough Council, 2016)
56
This term is defined in Annex 2 of the NPPF.
54
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14.32

In addition to our monitoring, we recognise that other events may trigger a future
review of the Plan. Local plans should normally set out where development will
occur over a 15-year period from the point of adoption157. This Plan shows how we
will meet our needs over the period to 2031, 13 years from the anticipated date of
adoption.

14.33

We already recognise that further work is required to ensure we meet our needs in
full in the period beyond 2026. However we believe that, due to the progress
already made on these issues, the approach set out in this Plan is the most
appropriate one for North Hertfordshire.

14.34

We consider that this Plan makes maximum use of reasonable and available
development sites at the time of writing. On-going processes are likely to
supplement the range of spatial options available in North Hertfordshire in the
period after 2026. It is considered most appropriate to let these ‘run their course’ in
order to properly inform longer-term planning.

14.35

The Council has resolved to fully explore the possibilities of a new settlement within
the District. Our work to date recognises the long-term nature of these projects.
Further work will be initiated to identify potential locations where any new
settlement(s) might be located and this continues to be progressed.

14.36

At the same time, future decisions by other bodies may significantly influence future
options for growth in North Hertfordshire. We will continue to work with central
government and other relevant agencies to better understand the likely nature of
potential projects158.

14.37

We currently consider it most likely that the outcomes of these deliberations and the
new settlement process will be reflected in a full review of the Plan. Our present
intention is that the next full review of this Plan will be completed by the mid-2020s
at the latest. It will roll the Plan forward to a new time horizon of at least 2041 and
deliver specific additional land and sites that we already recognise will be needed.

14.38

This Plan recognises the requirements of the Duty to Co-operate and makes a
positive contribution towards unmet development needs from Luton. This
maximises the contribution that we feel can be made from that part of the District
within the Luton Housing Market Area (HMA).

14.39

We are actively working with the other authorities in the HMA – Luton, Central
Bedfordshire and Aylesbury Vale – to understand the extent to which the market
area as a whole will be able to accommodate development needs159. If there proves
to be insufficient capacity within the Luton HMA, it will be necessary to look further
afield for potential solutions. This would be likely to involve a number of authorities.

14.40

We will continue to engage constructively in this process and, if necessary, consider
how best to reflect the outcomes. Dependant on the nature of any issues raised, it
may be possible to deal with this through partial or focused reviews of any relevant
policy/ies.

14.41

Beyond these defined events, there may be changes in circumstances that we
cannot currently foresee but which have a substantial impact upon the District. This

157

Paragraph 157 of the NPPF
The Hertfordshire LEP, for example, has identified a long-list of potential strategic transport
projects over the period to 2050 which could unlock new locations or directions for growth.
159
Luton Housing Market Area Growth Study (Land Use Consultants, forthcoming)
158
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