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Introduction  

 
1. JB Planning Associates have been instructed by Gascoyne Cecil Estates (the Estate) 

to respond to the additional Examination documents that have appeared in the 

Welwyn Hatfield Local Plan Examination Library and specifically the recent report by 

Land Use Consultants (LUC) regarding treatment of a Green Corridor in the context 

of development at Birchall Garden Suburb. 

 

2. The Estate is a major landowner in Welwyn Hatfield and its holdings cover several 

thousand hectares and extend into the surrounding administrative areas of 

Hertsmere, East Hertfordshire and North Hertfordshire.  

 

3. The Estate owns the Commons Wood County Wildlife Site and other holdings 

immediately adjacent to the proposed Birchall Garden Suburb allocation.  The 

Estate’s objections to the allocation are founded on a range of grounds, on all of 

which it has taken expert technical advice, and which are likely to affect its interests 

as longstanding steward of a mosaic of historic landholdings in the Borough, as well 

as many matters of wider public concern.   

 

4. The Estate has made extensive representations on the content of the Local Plan and 

has taken, and continues to take, an active part in the Examination process.  It is, 

therefore, grateful that an opportunity has been made available to provide comments 

on the draft Birchall Garden Suburb Green Corridor Report produced by LUC 

(EX169) on behalf of the Borough Council.  These comments should be read in 

conjunction with the comprehensive response provided to the additional evidence 

that has appeared on the Borough Council’s website in relation to the proposed 

Birchall Garden Suburb allocation.    

 

5. The Welwyn Hatfield Local Plan 2016 was submitted prior to the publication of the 

revised National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) 2019.  The provisions of the 

former NPPF (2012) are therefore applicable for the purposes of examining the Local 

Plan.   
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Background  

 

6. The Estate has been a long-term advocate of a Green Corridor following the route of 

the River Lea and produced a document entitled ‘A Green Infrastructure Strategy for 

Central Hertfordshire (Welwyn Garden City, Hertford, Hatfield and St Albans)’ which 

was attached to its Regulation 19 representations to Policy SP12 and Figure 8 in the 

draft Local Plan.  This was an illustrative discussion paper designed to lead the 

debate and promote the importance of policies to address green infrastructure 

provision.  The paper demonstrates the level to which the Estate has engaged and 

has been thinking in strategic terms over a period of many years.   

 

7. Birchall Garden Suburb has been identified as a Strategic Development Site (SDS2) 

for the construction of approximately 2,550 new homes over the plan period, of which 

1,200 would be in the area administered by Welwyn Hatfield Borough Council and 

1,350 in East Hertfordshire District Council.  Due to the presence of a former landfill 

site it is proposed that the development would take the form of two wide arcs 

extending outwards from the edge of Welwyn Garden City with the landfill site on the 

higher ground in between.   

 

8. The Estate made extensive representations objecting to the proposed allocation in its 

Regulation 19 submissions dated October 2016 and expanded upon these both in its 

Hearing Statement and at the Joint Hearing Session held on 30th January 2018.  In 

summary, the Estate considers the proposed allocation would: 

 

• extend development beyond the well-established edge to Welwyn Garden City 

and the ‘Salisbury Line’ (EX32) into the Green Belt;  

• have a materially adverse impact upon the surrounding landscape and purposes 

of the Green Belt;  

• impact upon the wider setting of designated heritage assets of the highest 

significance;  

• have an adverse impact on important nature conservation interests; 

• result in an unsatisfactory living environment for future residents due to noise and 

potential air quality issues; and 

• pose unacceptable human health risks to future residents and users of the site 

because of former landfill operations.   
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9. In response to this latter point specifically, and the other points raised at the Joint 

Hearing Session in January 2018, the Estate remains firmly of the view that the 

extent of the proposed allocation requires radical reconsideration if this aspect of the 

Local Plan is to be found ‘sound’.   

 

10. Despite the submission of further material to the Examination, the Estate remains 

firmly of the view that woefully inadequate consideration has been given to the 

establishment of a meaningful Green Corridor through the proposed Birchall Garden 

Suburb allocation and the draft report produced by LUC does nothing to allay its 

concerns.   

 

11. In the Estate’s opinion the effective provision of a Green Corridor as envisaged by 

Strategic Policy SP12 should be resolved first as it is fundamental to the delivery of 

an appropriate amount development on the site.  The Green Corridor should be 

defined by clear technical evidence base and local understanding of the area’s 

characteristics.  Such an exercise ought to have been undertaken by the Borough 

Council prior to making the proposed allocation at Birchall Garden Suburb and not as 

a retrospective exercise. The Estate would therefore refer the Inspector to the 

content of its response to the New Evidence Base Documents1 produced in support 

of the Birchall Garden Suburb allocation by the site promoters.  

 

12. The Estate would urge the Inspector to conduct an accompanied site visit to 

understand fully the interconnections between the existing topography, landscape 

features and areas of ecological value and their importance to the establishment of 

an effective and meaningful Green Corridor.  Such is the Estate’s opposition to the 

options presented in the draft LUC report that its observations contained in this 

consultation response should be recorded in full nevertheless they have been 

summarised as far as possible as requested by the Borough Council.     

 
1 Consultation Response to EX105 and EX156 to EX160 inclusive by JB Planning Associates dated 4 

November 2019 on behalf of Gascoyne Cecil Estates.    
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Green Corridor (Policy SP12) 

 

13. The Inspector has recently indicated in correspondence (EX161) that he proposes to 

deal with the northern and southern parts of the Birchall Garden Suburb allocation 

separately.  The implementation of Policy SP12 is however dependent upon the 

extent and disposition of the proposed residential areas in relation to existing 

development constraints and natural site features.  Indeed, the Inspector observed in 

his note of proceedings at the Joint Hearing Session (EX163) that, “The 

appropriateness of the proposed Green Corridor bisecting the proposed 

residential area on a narrow strip of land requires careful consideration.” 

 

14. The Estate has previously made submissions through its Matter 3 Hearing Statement 

that the Green Corridor proposed through the Birchall Garden Suburb allocation as 

depicted by Figures 8 and 12 in the draft Local Plan is unlikely to function effectively 

as a meaningful wildlife and recreational corridor.  These concerns were only 

amplified rather than allayed at the Joint Hearing Session in January 2018 when it 

was suggested by reference to a masterplan produced by the site promoters that the 

Green Corridor would be substantially narrower than previously envisaged.  A narrow 

strip of undeveloped land passing between two substantial areas of residential 

development would not be consistent with the purposes of Policy SP12 to “provide a 

community resource that will help maintain a sense of space/separation 

between Welwyn Garden City and Hatfield consistent with its Green Belt 

function”.  The Estate appreciates that the site promoter’s masterplan has no status 

when examining the submitted Local Plan and it is Figure 12 that the Inspector is 

examining.  The robustness of Figure 12, however, in fulfilling the objectives of Policy 

SP12 is a key consideration for testing the soundness of the Birchall Garden Suburb 

allocation.  In this respect, the Estate has expressed its reservations on the 

inadequacy of Figure 12 and indeed Figure 8 in the draft Local Plan that identifies the 

extent of the Strategic Green Corridor in previous representations and hearing 

statements. 

 

15. The Estate outlined in its response to the New Evidence Base Documents on 4 

November 2019 that there is no definitive guidance as to how wide a Green Corridor 
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must be in order to fulfil its function but a width of 300m is sometimes given2.   Much 

of the available guidance is concerned with the ecological purpose of a Green 

Corridor and the specific requirements of the species for which it is intended.  It is 

recognised that the intensity of human activities (e.g. livestock grazing, intrusion by 

dogs, human presence) will determine the effectiveness of the corridor in ecological 

terms. Recommended measures to counteract this include: 

 

• Maximizing land uses adjacent to the corridor that reduce human impacts on the 

corridor;  

• Ensuring that housing or other impacts do not project into the corridor to form 

impediments to movement and increase harmful edge effects; and 

• Where housing is permitted next to the corridor, very careful consideration is 

given to lighting and boundary treatments to prevent encroachment.   

 

16. The Green Corridor proposed in Policy SP12 is intended to be a multi-purpose route 

for both people and wildlife movement (“the creation of new green spaces; wildlife 

and biodiversity projects; circular leisure routes; play, sport and leisure 

facilities”) and as such will – by definition - require additional width to ensure that 

the intensity of human activity which is to be encouraged within the Green Corridor 

does not negate its use as a wildlife corridor.   

 

In order to create a substantive Green Corridor, the Estate would contend that an 

absolute minimum width of 200 metres should be observed and this should only be 

narrowed where there are significant constraints - which would not include the 

identification of development parcels in a proposed allocation.  Wherever possible 

the Green Corridor should be wider than 200 metres.   

 

17. On the western edge of the Birchall Garden Suburb allocation, existing natural and 

built features suggest that a width of just under 200 metres can be achieved if no 

development is undertaken south of the stream / valley and north of the Burnside 

facility.  This is not however ideal as 200 metres is less than optimal for a Green 

Corridor and allowing development to extend all the way to the stream/valley would 

sever the eastern edge of The Commons Local Nature Reserve (LNR) from the wider 

arable landscape to the south and east.  Figure 12 currently shows that a connection 

 
2 Principles of Wildlife Corridor Design, Monica Bond, Centre for Biological Diversity October 2003 
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would be maintained between The Commons LNR and the Green Corridor to the 

east, but this is likely to be ineffective.   

 

18. In the light of other constraints, a wider Green Corridor could be created if it is moved 

further to the south.  This would link and incorporate existing areas of landscape / 

ecological value such as The Commons woodland with ecological features to the 

east but less than ideally and only indirectly connect The Commons LNR with the 

wider Green Corridor to the west.  This is further south than indicated on Figures 8 

and 12 in the draft Local Plan but moving the Green Corridor south would maximise 

the area available for development in the northern parts of the Birchall Garden 

Suburb allocation, including the parts closest to the existing urban edge. 

 

19. In the absence of any information from the Borough Council on how it envisaged the 

Green Corridor would be identified, the Estate, in its response to the New Evidence 

Base Documents on 4 November 2019, presented four possible options for 

consideration.  Each option provided for the formation of a Green Corridor which 

would have a minimum width of 200 metres with an onward connection to the east.  

The first three options moved the Green Corridor to the south of the location currently 

shown diagrammatically on Figure 12 whilst the fourth would maintain a meaningful 

link with The Commons LNR and would replace the southern portion of the proposed 

allocation as shown diagrammatically in the Local Plan.   

 

20. In the Estate’s opinion, the fourth option (MBELC Figure 8), which is its preferred 

option, would achieve the desired objectives.  In particular:  

 

• The existing stream / valley would become an integral feature in the Green 

Corridor.  Along with the retention of other existing ecological features further 

south e.g. hedgerow, hedgerow trees, tree belt and woodland.  This would 

follow best practice for creating a wildlife corridor by maintaining, expanding 

and enhancing existing landform and vegetation. 

• The Commons LNR would remain connected to the wider undeveloped 

landscape to the south. 

• No part of the Green Corridor would be narrower than 400 metres. 

• No sections of the Green Corridor in this area would have residential 

development on two sides - which would reduce potential adverse impacts of 

human activity on wildlife. 
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• Physical and visual links to the wider undeveloped landscape to the south 

would be maintained to the benefit to both people and wildlife. 

• There would be no isolated areas of residential development. 

• There would be no access road crossing the Green Corridor. 

• More existing ecological features e.g. hedgerow, hedgerow trees, tree belt 

and woodland copse could be incorporated into the Green Corridor.  

• The integrity of the undeveloped lower slopes of the River Lea valley would 

be maintained and there would be no need for an intrusive noise bund/fence 

along the A414. 

• The visibility of new development from the sensitive southern side of the Lea 

Valley would be limited.  

 

21. Such an approach would also address the Estate’s representations in relation to the 

Green Gap Assessment (EX160).  This assessment has failed to demonstrate how a 

robust and meaningful Strategic Green Corridor as proposed within the draft Local 

Plan can be delivered.   

 

22. A series of plans were attached as Appendix 2 to the Estate’s Statement for the Joint 

Hearing Session on 30 January 2018 which mapped the physical and landscape 

constraints associated with the proposed Birchall Garden Suburb allocation.  These 

cover a range of issues and, had the findings been used, they would have 

demonstrated that a meaningful strategic Green Corridor cannot be achieved in 

addition to the allocation of the southern portion of the site for development.   

 

Comments on draft Green Corridor Report by LUC  

 

23. The draft report commissioned by the Borough Council only serves to add to the 

Estate’s strongly held concerns that the identification of a Green Corridor within the 

vicinity of the Birchall Garden Suburb allocation is not being considered in an 

appropriate way.  The options presented by LUC appear to regard development from 

the existing edge of Welwyn Garden City to the A414 as an immovable constraint.  

Instead the options should have been based on the existing ecological, cultural and 

landscape assets and how these could be protected, enhanced and connected.  If 

this had been at the heart of the considerations, the outcome would have fulfilled the 

aims of the Green Corridor as stated in Local Plan Policy SP12.  The draft proposals 
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simply confirm that an effective and meaningful corridor that is suitable for wildlife 

and humans cannot be achieved alongside development of this scale in this location.   

 

24. The concluding section of the draft report begins with the observation that ‘The land 

within the BGS site contains several features of cultural and natural heritage 

importance.  However, many of these features are fragmented limiting movement of 

wildlife and reducing the coherence of the historic landscape and associated 

buildings.’  This is not in fact correct.  Currently there is very good east-west 

ecological connectivity, evidenced by the very comprehensive report produced by on 

behalf of Hertingfordbury Parish Council for the Joint Hearing Session in January 

20183 which also provided details of protected species that are known to be present 

in the area.  The ‘restored’ landfill site is shown as having no biodiversity or 

ecological value on Figure 6 but in fact its unmanaged condition has resulted in 

significant biodiversity and ecological value - as detailed in the report referred to 

above - which link the designated ecological features located to the east of it with 

those to the west of it.  The historic buildings and other cultural heritage assets, such 

as the Burnt Mound and the Grade II Listed Holwell Hyde Farmhouse, are currently 

coherent within the landscape.  It is only when considered in the light of the Birchall 

Garden Suburb development proposals that these features appear fragmented and 

connectivity limited.  Thus, the Green Corridor proposals in the draft report have 

been prepared as mitigation for a development that has yet to be allocated rather 

than as a meaningful Green Corridor.  

 

25. The final sentence in the draft report states that, ‘A width of 100m would be desirable 

where the primary functionality of the green corridor is to improve connectivity with 

sites of nature conservation interest.’  No justification has been provided for this width 

which in any event runs counter to the research undertaken by Bond (2003) referred 

to earlier in this consultation response.  Local Plan Policy SP12 is very clear in that 

the Green Corridor is intended to be a multi-purpose route - for both people and 

wildlife movement as well as a habitat.  There is no consideration in the draft report 

of species requirements or how they are likely to be affected by shared use of the 

Green Corridor with humans, and their dogs.  A corridor having a ‘desirable’ width of 

just 100 metres would not fulfil its intended purpose and is wholly inadequate.   

 
3 Ecological Evaluation – Proposed Birchall Garden Suburb Area and Environs. August 2017, on 

behalf of Hertingfordbury Parish Council  
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Option 1: The Commons Local Nature Reserve to Birchall Wood   

 

26. This Option is described as extending from The Commons LNR on the western 

boundary linking to Greater Captain’s and Holwell Park Woods before stretching 

northwards to encompass Birchall Farm and connecting with Birchall Wood.  A 

subsidiary route follows an existing watercourse connecting The Commons Wood 

with Holwell Hyde Farm Lake.   

 

Whilst the existing stream / valley would be incorporated into the Green Corridor, this 

Option would be unsatisfactory because:  

 

• The Commons LNR would be enclosed by development to the south and 

east. 

• Significant sections of both arms of the Green Corridor would be enclosed on 

both sides by development, and thereby divorced from the wider landscape to 

the south.   

• A road would need to cross the Green Corridor, possibly both arms, to access 

residential development to the south.  This is the inevitable consequence of 

having residential development on both sides of the Green Corridor. 

• If a public right of way is to be included in the Green Corridor human activity 

is likely to discourage its use as a migration route by some key species.  

• Residential development to the south of the Green Corridor would be isolated 

from Welwyn Garden City and the rest of the proposed allocation. 

• An area of residential development would have the Commons LNR and one 

arm of the Green Corridor to the north, a second arm of the Green Corridor to 

the south and east and The Commons woodland to the west.  This area of 

development would sever connectivity between these ecological assets. 

• New development would appear intrusive when seen from the sensitive 

southern side of the Lea Valley. 

• It is unclear how this option would conserve or enhance ‘notable cultural 

heritage features such as the Burnt Mound and the Grade II Listed Holwell 

Hyde Farmhouse’ as claimed. 



Welwyn Hatfield Local Plan Examination – Stage 6 
Response to Birchall Garden Suburb Green Corridor Report on behalf of Gascoyne Cecil Estates 

 
 

jb planning associates response to consultation Page 10 of 12 

 

Option 2: Mill Green Golf Course to Birchall Wood 

 

27. This Option is described as extending from the Golf Course and The Commons 

Wood to the west extending along the northern boundary of Burnside to Greater 

Captain’s and Holwell Park Woods.  The corridor then extends northwards to 

encompass Birchall Farm and connect with Birchall Wood.   

 

28. In the Estate’s opinion this option would only offer advantages if the entire area 

proposed for development to the south was removed from the proposed allocation.  

As illustrated this option is unsatisfactory because:   

 

• It leaves The Commons LNR as a “dead end” of the wider local ecology and 

is, therefore, unacceptable.  The draft report acknowledges that ‘there will be 

limited mitigation for possible impacts on The Commons Local Nature 

Reserve from adjacent development’;  

• It ignores the heritage assets in the northern part of the site leaving them 

unprotected;  

• Any roadway crossing this corridor would render it virtually ineffective for 

some key species; and 

• At its western the corridor would start next to Burnside and the activities 

conducted on this site are not conducive to the objectives of Policy SP12.   

 

Option 3: The Commons Wood to Henry Wood along the A414 Hertford Road  

 

29. This Option is described as extending from the Golf Course along the northern and 

eastern boundaries to Burnside before heading north-eastwards along the A414 

Hertford Road and Panshanger Lane.   

 

30. This Option is very contrived in the Estate’s opinion because:   

 

• It would not result in anything resembling a functioning Green Corridor;   

• It appears to be merely a buffer zone around Burnside and to the A414 which 

gives rise to separate issues in relation to wider landscape impacts and 

Green Belt considerations; and, 

• It fundamentally fails to provide connectivity between the key ecological 

assets, especially The Commons LNR and the arm of the Hatfield Hyde 

Brook or to provide any safeguarding of sensitive cultural heritage assets.   
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31. Indeed, the highly engineered solution being advanced for the treatment of the 

northern and eastern boundaries to Burnside by the site promoters4 would do little to 

assist wildlife migration or encourage informal recreation use.  If it is intended to 

repeat this form of treatment along the entire A414 road frontage a very unattractive 

landscape feature would be created that would appear alien within the Green Belt.  It 

should also be noted that the north-eastern part of this option would involve the use 

of land outside the site promoter’s control.   

 

Conclusions  

 

32. The Borough Council’s stated objectives of securing a Green Corridor on the south-

eastern outskirts of Welwyn Garden City are supported. However, the options 

advanced by LUC in its draft report are woefully inadequate and would fail to achieve 

the desired objective.  It is evident that the Green Corridor proposals have been 

driven as a means of mitigating development that has yet to be allocated in the Local 

Plan rather than as an effective and meaningful Green Corridor for wildlife and 

recreational purposes. 

 

33. The Estate has always maintained that the southern portion of the proposed 

allocation is not appropriate for development for the reasons set out in its 

representations and subsequently in its submissions at the Joint Hearing Session in 

January 2018.  These reasons have been amplified in this response to the New 

Evidence Base Documents.  

 

In summary they include:  

 

• The contribution the southern portion of the site makes to the openness of the 

Green Belt and the river valley landscape along the route of the A414;  

• The importance of providing a meaningful Green Corridor to secure the 

implementation of Strategic Policy SP12;   

• The need to incorporate existing landscape and ecological features;  

 
4 Consultation Response to EX154, EX156 – EX160 inclusive by David Lock Associates dated 4 

November 2019 – Enclosure A on behalf of Tarmac Trading.   
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• The need to mitigate the impact of noise and atmospheric pollution from the 

A414 and Burnside; and,  

• The need to demonstrate conclusively that the risks to human health arising 

from former landfill operations on the higher adjacent land to the north can be 

overcome without impacting upon the overall deliverability of the allocation.     

 

34. In relation to the Green Corridor a much wider swathe which incorporates the 

southern portion of the portion of the proposed allocation and some of the land to the 

north is required to ensure that the Commons LNR is not to be isolated / cut off from 

other areas of ecological value.  A significantly wider version of LUC’s preferred 

option would achieve this objective.   

 

35. Without prejudice to the outcome of forthcoming Hearing Session, in the interests of 

good planning, the Estate would respectfully suggest that a Main Modification is 

made to the Local Plan to significantly reduce the extent of the southern portion of 

the proposed allocation to ensure that an effective and meaningful Green Corridor 

can be achieved to ensure that this part of the Local Plan can be found sound.    
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