Comments to the Inspector on the Green Gap assessment report (Document
EX160, 160A and 160B) submitted by Welwyn Hatfield Council to the Local
plan Examination.
Once again this report is thorough and comes to many obvious conclusions, but
assessments are not joined up.
It was requested by the inspector to try and determine which areas of the Borough it was
thought essential to protect to preserve the settlement structure. But this report stops
short of that, selecting broad areas which it says are vulnerable to losing their individual
character, yet saying that within those areas some development could be considered. This
approach does not preserve the gaps since it just allows them to become progressively
closed.
In addition, the council seems to be proposing to include these findings in a policy to be
carried forward in the local plan which would be used to assess proposals in the future
which is welcome. However there is some doubt that the council will be using this report
to help fully assess the current site allocations in THIS local plan. The recommendation in
4.6 to use this report for a future SPD implies that it will not be used to inform the current
local plan and says that The SPD could be produced once the allocated sites have been
finalised. This is wholly unacceptable.
At 4.9 it states that: “A review of the draft allocations indicates that, although some of the
draft allocations will erode some of the gaps none will completely close the gaps. This
indicates that the draft allocated sites could be accommodated without physical
coalescence of settlements. However, the guidance for development within the gap areas
(set out in the individual gap area assessments) should be followed and implemented for
any development in these areas.” Given the statement at 4.6 it seems highly unlikely that
these assessments have been given the proper weight they deserve
Appendix 2 contains examples of cases where local authorities have successfully argued that
local gaps between settlements, such as those in the report, are very important in deciding
site allocations and that their OAN cannot be met if these areas are to be preserved.
Welwyn Hatfield council should also stand firm and use this evidence to prevent
coalescence between its distinct settlements, even if that means they cannot meet their
OAN in full.
The Gap between WGC and Hatfield (Lea Valley): In 2.6 it states “If the new settlement of
Symondshyde goes ahead this would create the following new gaps, which were also
assessed:
• Between Symondshyde and Wheathampstead; and
• Between Symondshyde and Hatfield.”
Yet it does not assess properly the very narrow gap that would be created between the
proposed development site North of Hatfield and the proposed Symondshyde development
which is surely more important to consider to determine if too much development is
concentrated in one gap

The gap has also been broken into three stretches which do not reference each other (maps
below).

If the sites already proposed in the submitted Local Plan as well as those in the call for sites
were superimposed on these maps, it would be obvious that the gaps would be
substantially filled. For instance, it is totally disingenuous to display a gap policy for
Symondshyde without including the proposed sites from the current local plan at
Stanboroughbury . This possible reduced gap is mentioned as being only a Km or less, but is
not given a meaningful assessment, when the gap is obviously not adequate. Nor is the gap
between Symondshyde and Lemsford/Cromer Hyde or WGC discussed properly.

The gap between West
Hatfield and St.Albans
is vanishingly small as it
stands (see map right)
and cooperation
between the two
authorities to create a
combined policy in this
area is absolutely
essential.

The same applies to the gap
between WGC and N. Herts:

In the assessment of northern WGC, these statements are made:
“North of the disused Panshanger Airfield there are two sites that have been promoted
through the Council’s 2019 ‘Call for Sites’ (Land North East of Welwyn Garden City WGC4
and Warrengate Farm WGC9). Development of the northern parts of both of these areas
would extend the edge of Welwyn Garden City down the valley slopes and to the Borough
boundary. The northern edge is particularly sensitive. If the sites were to be developed the
retention of a rural gap between Welwyn Garden City and Tewin would be dependent on it
being preserved within East Hertfordshire.”
Amongst other key recommendations, the report concludes that the council should:
“Keep any development on the edge of Welwyn Garden City on the plateau top and set back
from the valley sides, and ensure there is no greater inter-visibility between settlements
than exists currently (making sure to consider the winter situation without leaves on trees) –
topography and vegetation can provide an effective screening function” and “Maintain
public access to and across the area, seeking opportunities for further connections”.
These points need to be adequately considered when looking at any further site allocations
in this area. In section 4.10, this is listed as a critical point: “the promoted site north of the
disused Panshanger Airfield could extend the edge of Welwyn Garden City towards the
valley slopes and to the Borough boundary, and therefore if this site were to be developed,
the retention of a rural gap between Welwyn Garden City and Tewin would be reliant on a
gap being preserved within East Hertfordshire”
In the summary chapter, the recommended gaps are tabulated and introduced thus:
“The results of this study indicate that there are a number of areas that could benefit from a
‘gap policy area’ to ensure that future development protects settlement pattern and
maintains a sense of separation between settlements. For some settlement pairs this is
because the gap between settlements is small and vulnerable to even small amounts of
development, while for others the existing gap may be robust but worth protecting for the
future. Many of these gap areas also have other characteristics and values that would
reinforce the case for keeping the land between settlements open/ undeveloped”
However in the table, there don’t seem to be any hard and fast exclusions and the
assessments are rather vague about how critical the gaps are. The implication is that in most
cases, any further development would be detrimental. For instance the gap between
Lemsford and Stanborough is described here:
“Lemsford and Stanborough currently retain separate identities, but the gap between them
is vulnerable to erosion by ribbon development. A gap policy area between the two villages
would help maintain their separate identities. The case for keeping the land open is
strengthened by the area of archaeological significance and potential for biodiversity
enhancement, forming part of Natural England’s ‘network enhancement zone’.”
Yet in table 4.3 which discusses the effect of sites proposed in the 2019 call for sites, there
is no assessment of how this particular gap would be (significantly) affected.

For Symondshyde the reasons for a gap policy are: “Since this area is particularly flat with
potential for inter-visibility between Hatfield and the proposed area for Symondshyde, it
would be appropriate to identify a ‘gap policy area’ to retain the sense of separation
between these two settlements in the future.” This seems to imply that building both
Stanboroughbury and Symondshyde would severely damage that gap.
Section 4.11 summarises what should be the council’s response to this report “In allocating
any sites it will be important to maintain (or create) a rural character in the remaining
gaps between settlements, to maintain the open and undeveloped nature of the valleys,
and to minimise inter-visibility between adjacent settlements, especially where they are
not already inter-visible with one another.”
However, the attempt by the council to ignore the effect of the proposed developments
completely negates this statement. We believe it is vital that WHBC take full account of this
report in its allocation of sites immediately.
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