
LUC Stage 3 Green Belt Review - WHBC Submission Local Plan 
 
Comments to Inspector – Alex Brooker MRICS 
 

1. Inspector’s Request 
 
Following the Stage 5 Hearing Sessions on 6th and 7th November 2018 into 
the methodology employed in the LUC Stage 3 Green Belt Review, the 
Inspector has requested comments in respect of inconsistencies in the LUC 
Review. 
 
These comments should be read alongside my representations dated 17th 
September 2018 as submitted to the Stage 5 Hearing Session.  A copy of 
those representations is attached at the end of this submission. 

 
2. LUC Independence 

 
It does not appear that the LUC Review is independent of the Council’s 
interference.  This is evident from the special treatment given to potential 
housing sites around Brookmans Park, where the assessed “harm” to the 
Green Belt is apparently much greater than anywhere else in the Borough.  
Meanwhile, a site in Digswell (P17a) which is plainly of Very High harm if 
released from the Green Belt is being assessed inconsistently and unfairly 
in order to protect Brookmans Park from new housing. 
 
In fact, Brookmans Park has no extraordinary features in Green Belt terms 
and the village is a highly sustainable location, perfect for new housing 
delivery.  The LUC Review and its conclusions are therefore undermined by 
political interference and should not be given much weight. 

 
3. Purpose of the LUC Green Belt Review 

 
The Inspector made clear at the Stage 2 Hearing Session and in his 
subsequent written note to the Council that the objective of the proposed 
new Green Belt Review was to examine the Green Belt around existing 
urban areas far more carefully and closely to identify potential new sites in 
the Green Belt for housing.  The first priority was to examine the land 
adjacent to the existing urban areas to meet a housing need of 20,000 new 
homes (the FOAHN is 16,000 for the Plan period plus safeguarded land 
beyond the Plan period). 
 
LUC appears to have ignored the objectives set by the Inspector and has 
instead made up random parcels of land, which, in many cases, are not 
available for development.  What was the point of assessing land that is 
not available? 
 
LUC has also assessed sites which were assessed by the Council in its Stage 
2 Green Belt Review.  Why repeat that exercise when it was not requested? 
 
LUC also seem to favour sites which have been allocated by the Council, 
which undermines the objectivity of the review. 

  



 
4. Inconsistencies in LUC Green Belt Review 

 
Please see my submission dated 17th September 2018 (below) 

 
5. Call for Sites 

 
The Council now proposes a new call for sites.  This is irrational.  If the 
Council needs to find new sites, it should have held a call for sites in 
October 2017 when the Inspector asked the Council to find additional sites 
for allocation.  The LUC Stage 3 Green Belt Review would then have 
(logically) been able to assess any new sites which emerged from a call for 
sites.  To undertake a Green Belt Review first (which wasted one year) and 
subsequently hold a call for sites (which will waste another year) is 
perverse. 
 
The call for sites is plainly a timewasting exercise for the sole purpose of 
delaying progress at the Examination.  This will also delay the time when 
new homes can actually be delivered, causing present harm to the housing 
supply in the Borough. 

 
6. Conclusion 

 
The LUC Green Belt review adds nothing to the evidence base already 
contained on the Council’s website.  It has failed in its objectives to identify 
potential new sites or, in fact, to achieve or add anything useful.  Its 
contradiction of the Stage 1 and Stage 2 Green Belt Reviews is plainly 
unhelpful. 
 
The Council now proposes a new call for sites for the sole purpose of 
delaying the Examination. 
 
The WHBC Local Plan was due to commence in 2011.  That date was put 
back to 2013.  It is now the end of 2018.  The Council now proposes a 
further long delay to the Examination with the consequential knock-on 
delay to housing delivery.  The Examination has now descended into a 
farce. 
 
The Inspector needs to recognize this delaying tactic and now direct 
proceedings to ensure real progress is made in this Examination. 
 
 
 

 
 
Alex Brooker MRICS 
18th December 2018 
 
 
  



LUC Stage 3 Green Belt Review - WHBC Submission Local Plan 
 
Comments to Inspector – Alex Brooker MRICS (Submitted on 17th September 2018) 
 
LUC Methodology 
 
7. The methodology adopted by LUC is inconsistent.  Examples are given below. 

 
8. Digswell is described in the submission Local Plan as a “Small excluded village 

and Settlement”.  It is to the north of the borough in close proximity to the 
border with East Herts District Council.  As such, the villages of Burnham Green 
and Tewin, to the east of Digswell, are outside the Welwyn Hatfield District 
(with the exception of a few houses in Burnham Green which straddle the 
border).    
 

9. In the Parcel Description of P17 (Appendix 6.1 – page 75) LUC state that “This 
village is partially within the neighbouring district of East Hertfordshire”.  That 
is not accurate, none of Digswell is within East Herts. 

 
10. LUC fail to mention the village of Tewin, to the east of Digswell and ignore 

altogether the relationship between Digswell and the historic town of 
Hertford. 

 
11. The boundary between the Welwyn Hatfield Borough and East Herts is best 

shown on Figure 7.1 in the LUC report, where the “Potential Harm” stops at 
the boundary.  That boundary is no more than a line on a map and it is 
unacceptable for LUC to disregard the harm to the openness or the 
encroachment into the Green Belt beyond that line. 

 
12. To the southwest of the site, the Welwyn railway viaduct for the East Coast 

Mainline has an unrestricted view across the whole of P17.  This is an important 
view to, from and across the open countryside from a major transport corridor.  
LUC make no mention of this. 

 
13. The National Planning Policy Framework makes clear that the essential 

characteristics of Green Belts are their openness and permanence.  This is the 
test, above all others, that LUC should apply when seeking to measure harm to 
the Green Belt where land is considered to either be “essential to retain” or to 
be released for development. 

 
14. The photograph at Appendix 6.1 page 75 as contained in the LUC report states 

“View looking south towards Welwyn Garden City from the northern boundary 
of the parcel”.  I invite the Inspector to view that photograph (reproduced at 
Appendix 1 herein) and to consider the “openness” of the Green Belt for many 
miles into the distance.  This is what “openness” means. 

 
15. I have also attached to this submission a photograph looking east towards 

Hertford and south towards Welwyn Garden City (Appendix 2).  Again, the 
openness of the Green Belt should be obvious to see. 

 
16. LUC has divided parcel P17 into two parts.  In giving consideration to the 

release of this land for development, LUC rate the majority of the site as High 



harm.  This is plainly wrong.  The release of P17 for development would cause 
Very High harm to the openness of the Green Belt and it is clearly an area of 
Green Belt that is most essential to retain. 

 
17. On the north/south axis, Parcel P17 lies between Welwyn Garden City and 

Stevenage (two large towns).  On its east/west axis Digswell lies between 
Welwyn and Hertford, with the smaller settlements of Burnham Green and 
Tewin in close proximity to the east.  However, LUC state in its “Assessment of 
Contribution to Green Belt Purposes” that P17 performs a “Limited or no” 
purpose in checking the unrestricted sprawl of large built up areas.  Whilst 
there is no definition in the NPPF of a “large built-up area”, it is reasonable to 
regard Welwyn Garden City, Stevenage and Hertford as “large built-up areas”.  
Digswell and its surrounding open countryside sits within that triangle.  The 
same comments therefore apply to Purpose 2 (preventing the merging of 
neighbouring towns). 

 
18. When giving consideration to the openness of the Green Belt, LUC should have 

considered not just the distances on maps but should also have assessed more 
carefully the perception of separation.  Again, the photograph in the LUC 
report (Appendix 6.1 page 75) and the photographs at Appendix 2 emphasise 
just how open parcel P17 actually is. 

 
19. In the Scenario (Assessment of Green Belt Harm” at page 76 of the LUC report), 

it states “Its visual openness makes it very distinct from Digswell….so release 
would constitute significant encroachment”.   The term “makes it very distinct 
from Digswell” gives the incorrect impression that P17 is somehow separated 
from the village.  That is wrong.  In fact, P17 is a very important and valuable 
open space which, due to its topography, defines the permanent boundary of 
Digswell and provides a narrow separation from Burnham Green and Tewin. 

 
20. LUC has found the vast majority of P17 to be High harm to the Green Belt.  

Then, for an inexplicable reason, it finds a smaller parcel within P17 (which it 
calls P17a) to be only Moderate harm if it is released for development.  This is 
an entirely confused and incoherent assessment.  The photographs at 
Appendix 2 make clear the existing openness of this parcel. 

 
21. In describing the topography of parcel P17a, LUC state “there is no distinction 

between the arable farmland to in this site and the expanse of arable land 
beyond”.  It is reasonable to assume that the “expanse of arable land beyond” 
is, in fact, the “openness of the Green Belt” which the NPPF states to be the 
“essential characteristic” of the Green Belt. 

 
22. The LUC description of P17a continues, “Any new development here would lack 

containment………There are no strong boundary features to the east which 
could form a new Green Belt boundary”. 

 
23. It is absolutely clear from the LUC report that P17a (as part of P17 ) is entirely 

within open countryside, with vast and expansive views to the south and to the 
east, with no strong features to the east to form any Green Belt boundary.  I 
agree with that assessment, which makes the whole of P17, including P17a 
essential to retain in the Green Belt. 

 



24. Turning now to the topography of Digswell and, in particular P17, LUC state 
that “Development up to the ridge crest would be consistent with the existing 
settlement form”.  This demonstrates a complete lack of understanding of the 
local topography.  The location of the “ridge crest” to which LUC refer is, in 
fact, the existing strong and permanent Green Belt Boundary to the east of 
Digswell. The photograph at Appendix 3 shows the edge of the existing 
settlement, looking east from New Road, with the very significant change in 
topography between the inset village boundary and the “ridge crest”, beyond 
which is open countryside, as shown in the LUC photograph at Appendix 1 and 
in Appendix 2. 

 
25. The methodology adopted by LUC has not been applied equally, consistently 

or even factually to the assessment of P17 and P17a.  The LUC assessment is 
wrong. 

 
Comparative Site Assessments and Methodology 
 
26. By comparison to P17, P13 to the west of Digswell has been found to be Very 

High harm if it is released from the Green Belt.  The LUC report identifies that 
it lies between the settlements of Stevenage and Welwyn Garden City.  I agree, 
but so does P17.  LUC also identify that P13 plays “a significant role in limiting 
the perception of further merging between settlement”.  I agree, but so does 
P17 and P17a. 

 
27. LUC describe P13 as “contains the characteristics of open countryside, 

comprising undeveloped arable and pastoral fields mostly free of intervening 
roads and lacks urbanizing development”.  This applies equally, or more, to P17 
and P17a. 

 
28. LUC describe P13 as “The high ground in this parcel forms part of the visual 

rural setting of Welwyn Garden City…”.  This applies even more to P17 and 
P17a which, furthermore, has a relationship towards the historic city of 
Hertford. 

 
Local Purpose – Settlement Pattern 
 
29. I do not understand the “Local Purpose” which LUC has sought to apply as a 

Green Belt policy throughout the borough, claiming this to be a “settlement 
Pattern”.  This is not a Green Belt policy and I cannot find any description of 
that policy in any of the Council Local Plan documents.  Nevertheless, if the 
Council wishes to preserve any “Settlement Pattern” within the borough, 
development of P17 or P17a would fundamentally harm the settlement 
pattern of Digswell. 

 
Inconsistent Treatment 
 
30. I have also looked more broadly across the LUC “Assessment of Potential 

Harm” in the borough and I note that Brookmans Park is again being treated 
favourably, in comparison to the rest of the borough.  All of the sites in 
Brookmans Park are either High harm or Moderate High harm if released from 
the Green Belt.  Why?  None of the sites in Brookmans Park have the openness 
of the land in Digswell (P17) and most of the sites adjacent to Brookmans Park 



are well contained by strong boundaries.  The LUC assessment is entirely 
inconsistent and unsubstantiated.  It is time for the Council to recognise that 
there is nothing special about Brookmans Park either in Green Belt terms or 
for any other planning reasons.  Quite the opposite, Brookmans Park is one of 
only four large villages in the borough and it is a highly sustainable location. 
 

31. There are very serious inconsistencies between the LUC assessment of P17a in 
Digswell and the potential development sites in Brookmans Park.  Those 
inconsistencies must be resolved, or the Plan will lack objectivity and will be 
unsound. 

 
 
 

 
 
Alex Brooker MRICS 
17th September 2018 

 
  



Appendix 1 
 

LUC Assessment of P17 and P17a 
 

 
LUC Description: View looking south towards Welwyn Garden City from the northern boundary of the parcel 
 
 

Parcel Description 
 
The parcel is located on the eastern edge of the inset settlement of Digswell. It contains part of the washed over settlement of 
Burnham Green to the north east at Harmer Green Lane. This village is partially within the neighbouring district of East 
Hertfordshire. The parcel comprises large arable fields, horsiculture fields, farmsteads, and blocks of woodland. There are also a 
number of lower density residential properties towards the central and northern portions of the parcel, most notably along 
Harmer Green Lane and Pennyfathers Lane. The properties along Harmer Green Lane benefit from extensive gardens which 
limits their urbanising effect. 
 
The land within the parcel slopes gently downhill from west to east. Within the parcel at its the eastern edge, there are areas of 
land which are designated as Local Wildlife Sites. The southern boundary of the parcel is adjacent to Tewin Water Registered 
Park and Garden. Part of the north eastern edge of the parcel is adjacent to an area of ancient woodland and a Local Wildlife 
Site. The parcel adjoins residential dwellings on the urban edge to the west at Digswell and to the north east at Burnham Green 
beyond Orchard Road. 
 
 
 
Scenario 
 
P17a -eRelease of site Dig1     Moderate 
 
The site has development to the north as well as the west, so development up to the ridge crest would be consistent with 
existing settlement form, but there is no distinction between the arable farmland in this site and the expanse of arable land 
beyond. Any new development here would lack the containment by tree cover that characterises the existing settlement. There 
are no strong boundary features to the east which could form a new Green Belt boundary. 

 
  



Appendix 2 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Looking East from P17a 
 
 
 

 
Looking South from P17a 
 
 

 
Looking Southwest from P17a 
 
  



Appendix 3 
 
 
 

 
 
Looking East from New Road towards “Ridge Crest” as described by 
LUC in Scenario 17a 
 
LUC Assessment 
 
“The site [17a]….development up to the ridge crest would be consistent with the 
existing development form, but there is no distinction between the arable farmland in 
this site and the expanse of arable land beyond.” 
 
 

 



 


