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Development of Evidence for Welwyn Hatfield Local Plan: Landscape Sensitivity 
Assessment – Representations on behalf of Northaw and Cuffley Parish Council 

 
4th November 2019 

Dear Louise, 

Troy Planning + Design (Troy Hayes Planning Limited) has been instructed by Northaw and 
Cuffley Parish Council to prepare representations on their behalf to the Landscape 
Sensitivity Assessment Consultation, as per the Inspector’s request, prior to the hearing 
session due to take place in early December 2019.  

Please find attached our client’s representations. In summary, the Parish Council considers 
that the Assessment contains a number of inconsistencies in relation to the way that the 
landscape sensitivity has been assessed, generally and more specifically in relation to areas 
relevant to Northaw and Cuffley. We also raise concerns on their behalf regarding 
inaccuracies within the analysis of landscape sensitivity and the impact this has on the 
sensitivity rating attributed to certain parcels. As detailed below, our client’s primary concern 
relates to the assessment of Landscape Character Area 53: Northaw Common Parkland, 
Landscape Character Area 55: Theobalds Estate and Landscape Character Area 56: 
Cheshunt Common, all of which fall within the Northaw and Cuffley Parish boundary.  

Yours sincerely, 

TROY HAYES BSc, MSc, MRTPI, AICP 
Managing Director 
TROY PLANNING + DESIGN 
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Introduction  
 

 

1. At the examination session on the Green Belt Stage 3 Study (Examination Library 
Documents EX88A to D) in November 2018, there was debate regarding the need to 
protect sensitive landscapes within Welwyn Hatfield beyond the Green Belt 
designation. This was deemed necessary because, though many of the borough’s 
more sensitive landscapes have been protected from development by the Green Belt, 
protecting sensitive landscapes is not one of the five purposes of the Green Belt as set 
out in the NPPF. 
 

2. Consequently, the Landscape Sensitivity Assessment was undertaken alongside, but 
discrete from the Green Belt Study. This includes information on the study area and 
spatial framework, the key sources of evidence used, the assessment criteria, and the 
process followed. 
 

3. The introduction of the LUC Report (in para. 1.4) states that the study concentrates on 
“understanding the sensitivities to residential development and does not address 
potential landscape capacity in terms of quantity of built development, which is a further 
stage of assessment that is dependent on a much wider range of considerations”. 
 

4. With reference to the Landscape Sensitivity Assessment report that is now being 
consulted on, it was prepared by LUC to add to the Council’s evidence base; their 
‘Welwyn Hatfield Landscape Sensitivity Assessment with Appendix’’ (dated July 2019 
was published 20th August 2019.  
 

5. The Parish Council is concerned that the additional evidence documents, including the 
Landscape Sensitivity Assessment, will not be subject to further consideration in the 
upcoming Hearing Session 6 (10th-12th December 2019). The Parish Council therefore 
trusts that these comments submitted in writing will continue to be considered as the 
Local Plan Examination progresses, as per the email received from the Programme 
Officer on 6 October 2019.  
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Invitation for Representations to the Landscape Sensitivity 
Assessment 
 

6. The representations submitted below consider the immediate impact on Northaw and 
Cuffley of the Landscape Sensitivity Assessment, on the basis of its findings and 
inconsistencies. The representations include consideration of the methodology used 
to sub-divide the Borough, the robustness of the analysis and the impact this has on 
the resultant sensitivity ratings attributed to individual areas. 
 

Context 
 

7. The overall aim of the Assessment is described (in para. 1.3) as “undertake a robust 
and transparent comparative assessment of landscape sensitivity by landscape 
character area, to inform decision making in relation to site selection as part of the 
Local Plan review process.”  
 

8. The Parish Council considers the following ‘Landscape Character Areas’ to be of direct 
relevance to Northaw and Cuffley:  
 

• Landscape Character Area 53: Northaw Common Parkland; 
• Landscape Character Area 55: Theobalds Estate and; 
• Landscape Character Area 56: Cheshunt Common 

 
9. The Parish Council is aware of the delay to the Local Plan Examination caused by 

local elections earlier this year. In addition, the Parish Council acknowledges the 
Council seeking to provide additional housing to meet the objectively assessed 
housing need (OAHN) for the Borough, as the Local Plan (2013-2032) submitted for 
examination did not set out housing figures which met the required OAHN. In a letter 
dated 9 October 20191 from Colin Haigh (Director of Planning at Welwyn Hatfield) to 
Planning Inspector Melvyn Middleton, Welwyn Hatfield stated that 70+ new sites and 
70+ re-promoted sites came forward through the 2019 Call for Sites process. Within 
the same letter, Welwyn Hatfield DC stated that “officers are working incredibly hard 
to summarise all of the representations, complete new evidence studies (including 
landscape sensitivity and green gap study […]) and then use this information to inform 
individual and cumulative site analysis work.”  The Parish Council therefore deems the 
undertaking of these additional evidence documents that are now being consulted on 
be a retrospective exercise which essentially seeks to address and ameliorate 

 
1 https://www.welhat.gov.uk/media/15582/EX162-Welwyn-Hatfield-Council-letter-9-10-
19/pdf/EX164__Welwyn_Hatfield_Council_letter_9.10.19_.pdf?m=637066661267930000 
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previous inconsistencies, omissions and inaccuracies within the plan-making process 
for the Local Plan – particularly with reference to its (to date, unsound) evidence base.   
 

10. It should be noted that the Parish Council is disappointed with Welwyn Hatfield’s 
haphazard approach to appraising additional sites that has resulted from the emerging 
Local Plan’s deficient evidence base; the hope is that now, careful and full 
consideration will be given to all of the representations received regarding the 
additional post-July 2019 evidence documents submitted.   

 

General Limitations of the Landscape Sensitivity 
Assessment  

 
11. First; the report states (in para. 2.5) that “this Landscape Sensitivity Assessment is 

intended to complement the 2005 Landscape Character Assessment” arguing that “the 
character assessment nonetheless provides descriptions, analysis, and strategy and 
guidelines which are largely still applicable.” The Parish Council argues that there will 
inevitably have been changes that have occurred in the landscape since the 2005 
Assessment, published nearly 15 years prior; and as such it is not considered to be an 
appropriate evidence base by which to characterise parcels of land for the purpose of 
the Landscape Sensitivity Assessment. 
 

12. The Report (in para. 2.5) states that ‘this Landscape Sensitivity Assessment considers 
the landscape’s sensitivity to the principle of 2-3 storey residential development, 
without knowing the specific size or exact location.’ The Parish Council wish to highlight 
that the proposed and potential locations of housing allocations have been made public 
in the Draft Local Plan and subsequent Call for Sites, and, therefore, contrary to LUC’s 
application of a standard principle, specific site allocation details should serve and be 
considered as baseline evidence when assessing landscape sensitivity areas. This is 
particularly relevant given the report (in para. 1.3) states that the study aims to “inform 
decision making in relation to site selection as part of the Local Plan review process”. 
 

13. The Parish Council is concerned that the methodology of the Landscape Sensitivity 
Assessment is based on inconsistent criteria. For instance, in Table 2.3, the criteria for 
“‘natural’ character” and “visual prominence” contradict one another. ‘High’ sensitivity 
“‘natural’ character” includes “frequent occurrence of valued natural features (tree, 
hedgerows, woodland)” whereas these features, which are said to impede the highly 
valued openness of a landscape, are considered negatives when it comes to “visual 
prominence”: ”Visually enclosed landscape screened by landform or land cover” is of 
‘low’ sensitivity. 
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14. Rather than apply the Landscape Sensitivity Assessment Criteria to each individual 
Landscape Assessment Area (LAA), the analysis is carried out at Landscape 
Character Area (LCA) scale i.e. for groupings of Landscape Assessment Areas / sub-
areas. Consequently, the Parish Council argues that the analysis applies a broad-
brush approach, and is difficult to relate to individual areas, sites and sub-areas, 
subsequently leaving out important local characteristics while including others in a 
seemingly arbitrary fashion. For example, the analysis of LCA 53: Northaw Common 
Parkland’s “recreational value” scores only low-moderate. The supporting text 
acknowledges the existence of the Hertfordshire Way Long Distance Footpath but 
omits mention of other recreational routes e.g. the bridleways that run along Hook Lane 
and adjacent to Five Acre Wood. The Parish Council therefore deems the findings for 
LCA 53 Northaw Common Parkland to be inaccurate.   
 

15. This observation also calls into question the objectivity of the ratings attributed. For 
example, the “perceptual aspects” of Northaw Common Parkland (LCA 53) are 
deemed to have low sensitivity because “tranquility is reduced within the southern part 
of the area where it is bounded by the M25” which is considered a source of “aural 
intrusion”; however, LAA 53a, which falls within LCA 53, is not impacted by the M25 
which lies 3km south of the parcel. It is unclear the impact this score has on LAA 53a’s 
individual rating (low-moderate) but it creates an issue with transparency; as it is not 
made clear what aspects of the analysis are taken into account for each individual 
LAA. The Parish Council instead suggests that each LAA be assessed individually, 
allowing for a more localised, accurate analysis which ensures greater transparency 
as to why a certain rating has been given. 
 

16. With particular reference to P86/Cuf 17 of the Green Belt Study Stage 3 Report, the 
Parish Council questions why the Landscape Sensitivity Assessment (LSA) ratings 
differ so greatly from the Green Belt Study harm ratings. For example, the northern 
section of Landscape Assessment Area 53 scored only a ‘moderate’ sensitivity rating, 
whereas a ‘high’ harm rating was given to a similar parcel identified as P86 in the 
Green Belt Study Stage 3 report. National Planning Policy Framework (2019) Green 
Belt purposes a, b and c of the Green Belt (to check unrestricted sprawl of large built-
up areas; to prevent neighbouring towns merging into one another; to assist in 
safeguarding the countryside from encroachment) are undoubted closely aligned with 
the criteria set out in the Landscape Sensitivity Assessment. The Parish Council 
therefore urges LUC to ensure that report findings correlate with one another in areas 
where there is overlap between studies.   
 

Limitations of the Landscape Character Area Sub-Division 
Process 
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17. The report (in para. 2.10) states that “the assessment is organised by landscape 
character area (LCA), using the areas defined by the Welwyn Hatfield Landscape 
Character Assessment”. The Parish Council wishes to highlight that the scale at which 
the 2005 Character Assessment was organised (by County) does not align with the 
scale of the Landscape Sensitivity Assessment. As such, parcel sizes are often too 
large and are either in need of sub-division or more than one sensitivity rating (see 
comment on Para 2.20 below). The Parish Council therefore urges LUC to use an 
alternative borough-scale methodology, which, in turn, yields more detailed, local-level 
findings.  
 

18. The above point is exemplified by LCA 56 (Cheshunt Common) which consists of two 
separate parcels merged to become LCA 56 as a result of LUC’s resistance to 
extending parcels into neighbouring boroughs. The rigidity of the methodology in terms 
of aligning with the 2005 Landscape Character Assessment means two separate 
pieces of land are forced together and assigned a single sensitivity rating - despite 
being removed from one another physically. In this case, the southern parcel’s rating 
is reduced due to the railway line that lies within the western edge of the northern 
parcel (but outside the southern parcel), and the northern site’s more limited 
recreational value (a footpath forms the eastern boundary of the southern site but not 
the northern site). In isolation, the southern parcel might therefore be considered of 
greater sensitivity than currently attributed.  
 

19. Referring to the “making of judgements on levels of landscape sensitivity”, the report 
(in Para. 2.20) states: “there may be small-scale variations within this [five-point rating 
from ‘low’ to ‘high’ landscape sensitivity] which are too localised to map in the context 
of this strategic scale study, but any clear geographical distinctions in sensitivity within 
an assessment sub-area have been reflected by assigning more than one rating.” The 
Parish Council deem this to be a flawed approach, as it makes it difficult to characterise 
the overriding sensitivity of a specific LAA. For example, LAA 53 has three separate 
sensitivity ratings (low-moderate, moderate, moderate-high). Furthermore, the 
accompanying map highlighting the geographical distribution/boundaries of the three 
sensitivity ratings uses a colour-scheme which is not user-friendly, nor easily 
distinguishable (see Figure 1). 
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Figure 1: LCA 53 

 
20. The Parish Council urges LUC to subdivide parcels further, to ensure that localised 

variations in landscape sensitivity ratings are reflected within this Assessment. The 
methodology maintains that such small-scale variations are “too localised to map in 
the context of this strategic study” (in para. 2.12), despite the fact that in the case of 
LAA 53, areas are further sub-divided because they are “adjacent to settlement” (LAA 
53a, LAA 53b, LAA 53c) . 
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Assessment of Sensitivity Ratings 
 

Landscape Character Area 53 (LCA 53): Northaw Common Parkland 

 
21. In the assessment of “’natural’ character” there is no reference to the Local Wildlife 

Sites that exist within the LCA. The report states (in para. 2.14) that although such 
areas (Local Wildlife Sites) are not specifically “assessed in terms of their sensitivity to 
development...constrained areas may also have an impact on the sensitivity of 
adjacent, unconstrained land” and should, therefore, be considered when assessing 
“‘natural’ character”. With 15 Local Wildlife Sites, LCA 53’s “‘natural’ character” should 
be considered to be of greater sensitivity. 
 

22. In the assessment of “’natural’ character”, the omission of the Northaw Community 
Orchard has resulted in inaccurate findings for LCA 53, as all natural elements should 
be included to ensure that an accurate sensitivity rating is given. 
 

23. In keeping with the criteria for “built character” — “this considers the built character of 
the landscape area with particular reference to the presence of heritage assets that 
contribute to landscape character (i.e. valued features that may be designated as 
conservation areas…)”. Given its historic significance and the existence of 11 listed 
buildings within its boundary, the Parish Council contend that the  Northaw 
Conservation Area should be considered a ‘high sensitivity’ area, rather than a 
‘moderate sensitivity’ area.  
 

24. The existing assessment of “recreational value” omits reference to several recreational 
features which “enable enjoyment of the landscape”, which would likely increase the 
area’s sensitivity. These include the bridleways that run along Hook Lane and adjacent 
to Five Acre Wood, the footpath that runs from Holly Hill Farm up Barvin Hill and the 
footpath that runs south of Leggatts Park, which joins up with the Hertfordshire Way 
Long Distance Footpath. A further recreational feature not included in the analysis – 
once again - is the Northaw Community Orchard, which is a local visitor attraction. 
 

25. In the assessment of “perceptual aspects”, the argument put forward that “fencing for 
equine” has a “suburbanising effect on the landscape” and the area’s respective low 
sensitivity rating for “perceptual aspects” is not consistent with the perceptions of the 
Parish Council. On the contrary, the Parish Council state that the presence of horses 
is a distinctly rural feature and lends itself to “high scenic value” and a sense of 
“tranquility”. 
 

26. The “visual prominence” of LCA 53 is severely underplayed. The area’s prominent 
narrow ridges and valley bowls lend themselves to significant “visual prominence”. 
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Promoted viewpoints exist throughout the area, particularly from the Northaw ridgeline, 
creating a sense of openness that strongly aligns with the methodology’s criteria for 
‘high’ sensitivity “visual prominence”. This is later acknowledged in the report when 
assessing “sensitivity to development on the edge of Cuffley (53c)” (p. 200): “there are 
some valued features within the area, with the sloping valley-side landform providing 
a distinct setting to Cuffley and a strong sense of openness.” Seemingly, there is a 
tendency and preference to assess visual prominence from the valley floor, where the 
topography is deemed to limit openness. A more comprehensive assessment 
assessing this aspect from multiple sites, including those higher up, would result in a 
more accurate sensitivity rating. 

 

Landscape Character Area 55 (LCA 55): Theobalds Estate 

 

27. There is a discrepancy in the assessment of “built character”. “Sopwell’s Viaduct is a 
distinctive feature” should read “Soper’s Viaduct is a distinctive feature” and the Parish 
Council urges LUC to reconsider this area as ‘high’ sensitivity as opposed to 
‘moderate’. 
 

28. The assessment of “recreational value” mis-characterises “private sports pitches” 
which it states are “inaccessible to the public”. The King George V Playing Fields are 
open to the public and well-used. In particular, the children’s playground is of local 
recreational value with long distance views to the south which increase the sense of 
openness. As such, this feature should be considered of greater sensitivity than ‘low’ 
in terms of “recreational value”.  
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Conclusion 
 

29. This representation demonstrates the concerns the Parish Council has with the 
methodology of the Landscape Sensitivity Assessment, the inconsistency of which 
has led to a number of inaccuracies in relation to the sensitivity ratings given across 
Welwyn Hatfield. There is particular concern regarding the ratings for the Landscape 
Character Areas which are situated inside the Northaw and Cuffley Parish. 
 

30. The Parish Council urges there to be a thorough review of the points raised above, 
including a detailed re-assessment of the sensitivity ratings given to Landscape 
Character Area 53: Northaw Common Parkland’, ‘Landscape Character Area 55: 
Theobalds Estate’ and ‘Landscape Character Area 56: Cheshunt Common’. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


