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WELWYN HATFIELD LOCAL PLAN EXAMINATION:  
GREEN BELT REVIEW CONSULTATION: DECEMBER 2018 
 
Additional Statement from CPRE Hertfordshire  

FURTHER CONSULTATION ON GREEN BELT REVIEW 

1. This Statement is submitted by Campaign to Protect Rural England, Hertfordshire 

(CPREH). It supplements the statements dated 14 September and 19 October 2018, 

submitted by CPREH for the Green Belt Review hearing session held by the Inspector 

on 6 and 7 November 2018. 

 

2. The statement responds to the Inspector’s invitation of 20 November 2018 (EX95) to 

comment on the methodology applied in Welwyn Hatfield Council’s Green Belt Review 

(Welwyn Hatfield Green Belt Study Stage 3 - Examination Documents EX88 A to D). 

 

3. At the time of preparation of this statement the Council was considering how to proceed 

with the submitted Plan in the light of the Inspector’s comments on it, and changes to 

proposed development allocations in the Green Belt following the generation of 

additional potential proposals, are expected in 2019. Such proposals, in the form of 

possible modifications to the Plan would need to consider the consequences for the 

Green Belt, and CPREH would appreciate the opportunity to participate in the Inspector’s 

examination of those consequences at the relevant time.   

 
4. A crucial aspect of reliance on the findings of the third Green Belt Review, undertaken by 

Land Use Consultants (LUC), when reaching conclusions on the consequences of 

development for the Green Belt, will be the legitimacy of the methodology used by LUC 

and the consistency of its application as described by LUC and as interpreted by the 

Council. In that regard CPREH has strong reservations about both the methodology and 

both its consistency in respect of the various aspects of Green Belt assessment and 

between those aspects. 

 
5. Those reservations are set out in this statement. 

 

Purpose and principles of the Review 
 

6. In order to assist the Inspector to understand our comments in context, the following 

points summarise CPREH’s view on the principles underpinning the latest Green Belt 

Review. 
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1. The Inspector seeks objective information on which parts of the Green Belt are 

too important to be removed in terms of national Green Belt policy, and how the 

remaining areas compare in terms of the impact of their removal, assuming that 

removal will result in development that is currently defined as inappropriate within 

the Green Belt. 

2. The policy context for decisions on the Green Belt in the Plan is NPPF 2012, as 

made clear by paragraph 214 of NPPF 2018. 

3. The Stage 3 Green Belt Review has sought to identify ‘most essential’ Green Belt 

that must be retained. CPREH considers that national policy requires all Green 

Belt within the Borough that is ‘essential’ to remain in the Green Belt should have 

been identified as such. These include all areas that contribute most to Green 

Belt purposes, areas assessed in the Study to be areas where ‘very high harm’ 

would arise, and all other areas of strategic importance to Green Belt openness. 

 

Specific Aspects of Green Belt Review 3 Methodology 
 

Green Belt Purposes 

7. The most serious flaw in LUC’s methodology is the failure to assess the contribution of 

any of the Borough’s Green Belt to Purpose 1 of the Green Belt, the prevention of urban 

sprawl. As stated in the Final Report (EX88B) at paragraph 3.20 there is no recognised 

definition of what constitutes a ‘large built up area’, and the claim that this purpose does 

not apply to any land abutting or close to any of the settlements currently excluded from 

the Green Belt in or adjoining Welwyn Hatfield is false, and totally inconsistent with the 

justification of the original Green Belt boundaries in the Borough by the Hertfordshire 

County Development Plan defined with the purpose of preventing the outward expansion 

of those settlements. 

 

8. That fundamental point was made clear by participants at the November hearing 

sessions and is consistent with Green Belt reviews in many parts of the Country, 

including in the Metropolitan Green Belt, and with the review of Green Belt boundaries 

elsewhere in Hertfordshire, including in the adjoining borough of Hertsmere to the south, 

as part of its emerging Local Plan. All of the parcels abutting the inset settlements in the 

Borough should have accordingly been scored as making at least a significant 

contribution to preventing urban sprawl, and this should also be recognised in the 

cumulative findings of the study. 
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9. We note that the methodology for assessing the contribution to Green Belt purpose 2 

(preventing merger), and the local purpose on settlement pattern, score land in gaps 

between settlements that are already subject to urbanising influences lower than those 

free from such development, but in our view both ‘purposes’ necessitate greater 

protection is given to the former. In our opinion the assessment is flawed on this issue. 

Indeed the Stage 2 Green Belt Review, in the table in paragraph 2.6.6 pointed out that 

an area of Green Belt makes a significant contribution to the Green Belt if the gap in 

which it sits is already compromised by existing development, and may therefore be 

vulnerable to further change, recognising the fragility of some of these gaps. There are 

several examples of such gaps in the Borough, including the Hatfield to Welham Green 

gap. We comment again on this matter below in respect of inconsistencies in the 

Review. 
 

10. The emerging Hertsmere Local Plan, referred to above in respect of urban sprawl, treats 

all settlements inset from the Green Belt as settlements with their own separate identity, 

the merger of which should continue to be prevented as intended when the Green Belt 

was defined in Hertfordshire.  
 

11. Settlements in Welwyn Hatfield should be treated in the same way as in Hertsmere and 

their merger avoided as intended by the second Green Belt purpose set out in the NPPF. 

A likely consequence of giving less weight to this as a local purpose is to threaten the 

coalescence of the string of towns, villages and smaller settlements along the former 

Great North Road from the M25 south of Potters Bar in Hertsmere, through Little Heath, 

Swanley Bar, Brookmans Park, Bell Bar, Welham Green, Hatfield, Stanborough and 

Welwyn Garden City.  
 

12. The way existing development in gaps between settlements affects the contribution to 

the purpose of preventing merger, whether visually or in terms of distance, may be 

completely different to how it affects its contribution to protecting the countryside from 

encroachment, and we fear that the latest Review underscores the importance of the 

former. 

 
Washed-over settlements 

 

13. The methodology for review of washed-over settlements in the Green Belt is also flawed, 

and inconsistent with the methodology used for other land in the Study and in the earlier 

Green Belt studies, and with the NPPF.  
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14. The above noted (para. 11) threat of coalescence along the A1000 Great North Road 

would significantly increase if Swanley Bar, Bell Bar and Stanborough were inset from 

the Green Belt.  

 
15. CPREH considers that there is a clear over-emphasis in the Review on how land can be 

removed from the Green Belt, revealed for example in paragraph 5.6 (EX88B) where one 

of the two detailed determining factors on whether a washed-over settlement should be 

retained in the Green Belt was whether its degree of openness is ‘high’. This statement 

treats washed over settlements as if Green Belt boundaries are being identified for the 

first time and that there is a ‘clean slate.’ This is not the situation here. These settlements 

have always been in the Green Belt since it was first designated, and therefore they 

should only be considered for potential insetting if their degree of openness as a whole 

(not just a ‘core’ area) is ‘low’, and they do not contribute significantly as a whole, to 

meeting any individual Green Belt purpose. 

 
16. What is even worse however, is that the assessment of the contribution of land to the 

Green Belt in the areas around existing washed-over settlements, did not consider the 

possibility of further settlements being removed from the Green Belt. We therefore 

consider that the Green Belt Review is incomplete and the full impact of development on 

the Green Belt has therefore not been assessed in those areas.  

 
17. Indeed, in the case of the North West Hatfield (NWH) allocation, the Inspector has 

already held a hearing session on the merits of the proposal in advance of the Green 

Belt Review. The Review considers the removal of the more ‘developed’ part of 

Stanborough from the Green Belt, only a stone’s throw from the area that would be 

removed from the Green Belt under the Plan’s proposals for NWH, yet it is in both the 

‘strategic gap’ between Welwyn Garden City and Hatfield (Figure 4.1, GB Review, 

EX88C) and ‘land important to the historic settlement setting’ (also on Fig 4.1, GB 

Review, EX88C). Neither the NWH hearing session nor the Green Belt Review 

considered the consequences for the Green Belt of removal of both Stanborough and the 

proposed NWH allocation. 
 

18. Similarly the consideration of the washed-over settlement of Swanley Bar has not been 

taken into account in assessing the contribution of the Green Belt there to preventing its 

merger with Little Heath, which has already coalesced with Potters Bar to the south. This 

narrow gap of Green Belt already features built development and is at significant risk 

unless existing Green Belt boundaries are retained. Hence our concerns about 

settlement merger referred to above (para. 11). 
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Openness 

19. We have previously pointed out that exclusion from the Review of an assessment of the 

contribution of individual areas to the ‘essential characteristic’ of Green Belts being their 

openness, results in the value of some areas to the Green Belt not being fully recognised 

in the assessment. 

 

Un-assessed areas of Green Belt and new settlements 

20. At the November hearing sessions at least one participant pointed out that the only area 

not adjacent to an existing inset settlement, or an existing potential inset settlement in 

the Green Belt, that had been included in the ‘purposes’ assessment was the area 

(Symondshyde) where the Council is proposing a new settlement. This is an obvious 

example of inconsistency within the Review, but it also raises a wider issue of concern. 

 

21. The definition of Green Belt parcels for assessment is a critical initial task of any GB 

Review, yet the latest Review has not done this objectively. The Inspector requested a 

more fine grained study than the Stage 1 Review, but the parcels defined were not 

identified based on their intrinsic qualities but according to whether they are in locations 

potentially suitable for sustainable development, and whether they have been identified 

as being available for development by their owners or prospective developers. 

Consequently parcels of land were identified adjacent to some very small settlements 

washed over by Green Belt notation, but not others, and large swathes of the Borough 

were excluded altogether. 

 
22. CPREH therefore considers that the findings of the Review cannot be relied upon to 

inform the Inspector on which areas of Green Belt must be retained in the context of 

national policy as set out in paragraph 14 of the NPPF. 

 

Value versus Harm 

23. We also previously observed that that the process of assessing the ‘harm from 

development’ (task 5 of the Review) is different from assessing which areas of Green 

Belt are essential to retain because of their inherent contribution to Green Belt purposes 

(as noted in the Inspector’s Question 3 for the November Hearing session). The second 

of those tasks can only be revealed by the objective assessment of the ‘performance’ of 

appropriately defined areas of Green Belt against the purposes and the essential 

characteristics (openness and permanence) of the Green Belt, as required by the second 

part of the second bullet point in NPPF paragraph 14 and its footnote 9. 
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24. This stage should itself identify areas that should not be removed from the Green Belt 

under any circumstances, and should include all land that makes a very significant 

contribution to any single Green Belt purpose, and all land that makes a significant 

contribution to two or more Green Belt purposes. 

 
25. The extent of likely harm from development of specific areas of Green Belt will also be 

relevant in assessing whether exceptional circumstances exist to outweigh harm to the 

Green Belt (the first part of the second bullet point in NPPF paragraph 14), at any 

proposed specific location proposed in the Plan, and this should be considered at the 

Stage 6 hearings when the Council defends its proposed removal of individual sites from 

the Green Belt, including any new sites identified following any further ‘call for sites’ by 

the Council. Any parcels identified where very high harm would result from development 

should not be removed from the Green Belt, along with the areas that should not be 

removed under any circumstances (paragraph 24 above). 

 
26. Changes to the assessment criteria referred to in paragraph 3.63 of the Report (EX88B) 

are also of concern because they also result in inconsistency with previous findings in 

both the Stage 1 and Stage 2 studies. Our view is that this is as a result of the objective 

of using the findings to identify potential development land rather than any attempt at an 

objective assessment of the importance of homogeneous parcels of Green Belt in the 

Borough to the Green Belt in the Borough and Hertfordshire. We agree that there were 

flaws in the Stage 1 and 2 GB Review methodologies, but any replacement assessment 

should have gone back to first principles, and the Stage 3 Review has not done so, and 

has not included an adequate opportunity for community involvement. 
 
27. The failure to do this has inevitably resulted in what we see as inconsistencies with best 

practice elsewhere, different findings from the superseded Reviews for some areas, and 

findings that undervalue the contribution of many Green Belt parcels to Green Belt 

purposes. 

  
Inconsistency in Review Findings 
 
28. As noted above, the methodology for assessing the contribution to Purpose 2 

(preventing merger), and to the local purpose on settlement pattern, is in our opinion 

flawed. This is because it scores land in gaps between settlements that are already 

subject to urbanising influences lower than those free of such development. The scores 

for all such parcels should be reviewed.  
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29. The Stage 3 Review should have assessed all areas of Green Belt on a consistent basis. 

If all areas adjacent to existing inset settlements and potentially inset settlements were to 

be assessed as CPREH understood the Inspector wished, then those areas should not 

have excluded areas subject to constraints that the Council considered to be ‘absolute 

constraints’, as this is irrelevant to their Green Belt status. Green Belt itself is in any 

event ‘on a par’ with some of these specific designations for the purposes of NPPF 

paragraph 14 and footnote 9). Such constraints are clearly important for determining 

whether development should be considered there, but this is not a consideration for the 

purpose of defining parcels of land for the assessment.  

 
30. Many parcels that have areas of ‘absolute constraint’ within them, were however 

included in the assessment. If some parcels were excluded on the basis that they include 

an absolute constraint, all areas that include such a constraint should have been 

excluded or there is an inherent inconsistency built into the assessment.  

 

31. Washed-over settlement parcels have been assessed against Green Belt purposes, but 

none of the settlements are already inset have had parcels defined, for example areas 

with countryside characteristics within their currently defined Green Belt boundary,  to 

determine if they should be included within the Green Belt. This is a further example of 

focussing solely on the potential for release of land for development rather than the 

protection of land from development, for strategic policy purposes, and a weakness of 

the methodology applied in the Review which is not therefore objective and consistent.  

 

32. As a result of the above deficiencies in the GB review, we consider that it cannot be 

relied upon when identifying which areas of Green Belt must be retained in the Local 

Plan irrespective of pressures for development, because it undervalues the contribution 

of much of the Green Belt land to Green Belt purposes, openness and permanence. 

 

33. We ask that these comments be taken into account when decisions are taken on 

individual site allocations and when any modifications to the Plan are proposed in due 

course as a result of the Stage Three Green Belt Study.  

 

 

 

 

CPRE Hertfordshire: 19 December 2018 


