
Note on Design Principles for Birchall Garden Suburb 

This note has been prepared to inform the examination process for the Welwyn Hatfield Local Plan. 
The note includes background analysis and emerging principles for the Birchall Garden Suburb 
Masterplan SPD which have been identified as being relevant to the current Examination discussions. 

This material is currently at a draft stage and will be subject to a consultation process with officers 
from WHDC and EHDC, as well as wider stakeholders and community members.  

GARDEN CITY PRINCIPLES FOR MASTER-PLANNING STRATEGIC DEVELOPMENT 

The Garden City principles were debated at the examination in June 2018 and garden community principles in 
March 2020. The Inspector invited modification to replace the former with latter. The Council consider that 
although very similar there are some aspects of Garden City principles they would like to retain and propose 
combining them as follows: 

a. Clear identity – a distinctive local identity as a new garden community, including at its heart an
attractive and functioning centre and public realm.

b. Sustainable scale – built at a scale which supports the necessary infrastructure to allow the
community to function self-sufficiently on a day to day basis, with the capacity for future growth to
meet the evolving housing and economic needs of the local area.

c. Well-designed places – with vibrant mixed-use communities that support an attractive range of
housing type and tenure, local employment types and premises, retail opportunities, recreational,
cultural and community facilities designed in accordance with the principles set out in Policies SP9
and 10.

e. Strong local vision and engagement – designed and executed with the engagement and
involvement of the existing local community, and future residents and businesses. This should include
consideration of how the natural and historic environment of the local area is reflected and respected.

f. Transport – integrated, forward looking and accessible transport options that support economic
prosperity and wellbeing for residents. This should include promotion of public transport walking, and
cycling so that settlements are easy to navigate, and facilitate simple and sustainable access to jobs,
education, and services.

g. Healthy places – designed to provide the choices and chances for all to live a healthy life, through
taking a whole systems approach to key local health and wellbeing priorities and strategies.

h. Green space – generous, accessible, and good quality green and blue infrastructure that promotes
health, wellbeing, and quality of life, and considers opportunities to deliver environmental gains such
as biodiversity newt gain and enhancements to natural capital.

i. Legacy and stewardship arrangements – should be in place for the care of community assets,
infrastructure and public realm, for the benefit of the whole community.

j. Future proofed – designed to be resilient places that allow for changing demographics, future
growth, and the impacts of climate change including flood risk and water availability, with durable
landscape and building design planned for generations to come. This should include anticipation of
the opportunities presented by technological change such as driverless cars and renewable energy.
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PLACE MAKING AND HIGH-QUALITY DESIGN 
 

The submitted draft Welwyn Hatfield Local sets out a requirement in Policy SP9 for proposals to deliver a 
high-quality design that fosters a positive sense of place by responding to the following principles in an 
integrated and coherent way. The ongoing work for the BGS SPD includes identifying how these proposals 
might be applied for Birchall Garden Suburb within Welwyn Hatfield. These have not been subject to 
consultation as yet. Further principles on landscape and public realm, and on sustainable movement patterns 
and active travel are part of the emerging SPD but are not included in detail here. 
 

Respond to character and context 

 
 
For BGS this means: 

 Any masterplan should be landscape-led, with the existing landscape shaping the pattern of new 
development and the character of open spaces, using existing woodlands, hedges, trees, meadows and 
waterways, such as Holwell Hyde Lake and Brook, as natural cues. 
 

 The form and structure of neighbourhoods, including spine roads, should take their cue from local 
topography, for example, following the meandering valley at the southern portion of the site.  
 

 Built form should respond to topography so that it sits comfortably in terms of its scale, massing and 
orientation. No development should be placed on the steep rising land of the former landfill. 
 

 Proposals should take design cues from the original Garden City neighbourhoods, their road structure and 
hierarchy, and the relationship between roads and spaces, rather than more recent suburban 
neighbourhoods (further information in the next section) 
 

 The southernmost neighbourhoods within BGS can feel more informal and take design cues from nearby 
Hertfordshire villages such as Essendon and Letty Green, such as through the creation of triangular village 
greens where roads meet 
 

 The setting of local heritage buildings including Birchall Farmhouse, Stable and Barn; and Holwell Hyde 
Farmhouse should be carefully considered, with new development integrating sensitively and the setting of 
assets preserved through buffer zones and landscape design. 
 

 Views into and out of the development will be carefully considered, particularly long-range views across 

the River Lea Valley and the open countryside. The setting of and views to and from heritage assets shall 
be protected and, where possible, enhanced. 
 

 Net density levels should typically be between 30 and 50 dph, with the higher densities within this range 
being focused at the local centres, public transport corridor and close to access points for the A414 rapid 
bus link.  
 
This density range has been identified through analysis of the BGS site and consideration of how best to 
establish attractive and sustainable neighbourhoods. This considers the importance of providing a critical 
mass to support local shops and amenities and public transport links; and to limit the green belt land take 
required to provide a certain number of homes for the town. It balances this with the importance of providing 
neighbourhoods that can provide access to open space and a good quality of life for all ages. 
 
Slightly higher densities are able to support more sustainable lifestyles providing that local amenities are 
available and designs encourage active travel and public transport use.  
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 Analysis of WGC’s original and more recent neighbourhoods suggests these densities can be achieved most 
comfortably through the garden city and village forms rather than classic suburban development. This analysis 
has shown that very similar densities can feel very different at street level, and the form and structure of 
development will, therefore, have a significant impact. 
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Far more space is given over to roads in the suburb, which lowers density without improving the environment 

 

With this road pattern, far move pavement space is created, but not on useful, connected routes for pedestrians 

 

Private gardens in the original WGC neighbourhoods are far more generous than in the suburbs 
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However, the structure of suburbs means that despite having far smaller gardens, the density levels as 
measured by dph are very similar to the garden city neighbourhoods. By retaining the clear form and structure of 
garden city neighbourhoods and reducing the scale of private gardens to reflect current land demands, higher 
densities of 25-50 dph can be achieved in an attractive environment, with legible and green routes. 

 Example developments of varying densities have been reviewed to assess how these densities translate as 
typologies, and the quality of architecture that is expected. These include: 
 
- Trumpington Meadows in South Cambridge. This is 35 dph. It includes parking courts, which decrease 
density. It has detached houses, semi-detached, a smaller number of short terraces (of 4 homes) and fewer 
still stacked maisonettes. Most are 2 storeys, with some 2.5 and very few 3 storeys. 
 
- The recent Stirling prize winning Goldsmith Street in Norwich. This is 83 dph, including open space. It is 
mostly 2 storey houses, with 3 storey finishing blocks, which are flats. It has 45 houses and 60 flats 

 

 
 

 Whilst cues will be taken from the original Garden City neighbourhoods and village typologies, effort 
should be made to respond BGS’s closest neighbourhoods such as Hall Grove and Panshanger, so that 
the neighbourhoods can establish a comfortable relationship with these neighbours. 
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Legible, permeable and well connected 

 
For BGS this means: 

 Responding to the route hierarchy, form and structure of the original garden city, including: 

Street hierarchy:  generally connected roads as the typical condition, with a limited number of ‘set pieces’ 
and short cul-de-sacs such ‘banjos’ 

Figure ground: homes that front onto streets and support the clear hierarchy and structure of connected 
roads 

Private gardens: gardens which back onto one another and help to create a clear delineation between 
public and private space 

Morphology: a morphology that follows the clear street structure and built form of the original garden city 
neighbourhoods  

 

 

A comparison between original WGC neighbourhoods and more recent suburban development 
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WGC set pieces can be used as a design cue, but non-connecting routes should not predominate 
 

 Good and safe pedestrian and cycle links should be provided between the new neighbourhoods, and 
between these and existing neighbourhoods such as Hall Grove 

 Walking and cycling should be prioritised, with direct routes for both and priority at signalled junctions. 

 Local centres and schools should have ample cycle and scooter parking, and infrastructure such as cycle 
pumps and tools, to encourage active travel to the schools and for local journeys. 
 

 

High quality public space and landscaping 

For BGS this means: 

 Communal, public space is created for each neighbourhood, located close to amenities such as local 
shops and/or a primary school 

 These communal spaces provide play facilities and support informal leisure and exercise for residents 

 Roads are tree lined, with tall trees that can provide shaded pavements, access to nature and help to 
screen rooflines when viewed from higher ground to the south 

 Growing spaces are provided, for example through allotments and community orchards or fruit bearing 
neighbourhood trees. 

 Clear delineation is provided between public and private open green space 

 Adequate maintenance programmes are established for public open space and related facilities 

 Thresholds between public and private space will be well defined by a combination of: 
- setting back the building line from the street 
- front gardens 
- tree-lined streets 
- hedgerows 
- grass verges 
- species-rich flower planting. 

 

Space for nature 

For BGS this means 

 The proposed Welwyn Garden City Green Corridor will be accommodated through BGS, with a minimum 
of 100m width to this green infrastructure link, to allow for continuity of wildlife habitats 

 Proposals should follow guidance established in the WHBC Green Corridor SPD 

 Access points should be provided to the Green Corridor from each neighbourhood, to ensure this can 
easily provide public amenity space  

 The Commons LNR should be protected and enhanced through the development, with access to this and 
maintenance carefully managed to ensure that wildlife habitats are not disturbed 

 Existing mature trees should be retained and complemented by new tree planting, where possible 

 Existing water features within the BGS area should be retained and enhanced, with these playing an 
important role in Sustainable Urban Drainage for the neighbourhoods 

 Adequate maintenance programmes will be established for the green corridor and associated wildlife 
habitats such as those for ground nesting birds 

 New development should take the opportunity to support and improve biodiversity levels, such as 
through providing bat boxes or bird nesting opportunities 
 

Vibrant and diverse 

 
For BGS, this means: 

 Local centres will co-locate shops, community uses and schools to help establish a critical mass to 
support these and help encourage linked trips 

 Local centres shall be located where they are visually and physically accessible, to maximise their profile 
and support these active uses 
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 Existing workspace within the BGS area, such as at Birchall Farm, Burnside and on the B195 Cole 
Green Lane shall be retained while this is viable, but design mechanisms will help to mediate between 
these uses and new homes. 

 In the case of Burnside, this should include: 
- A landscape buffer of a minimum of 65m between the employment site and homes 

- A natural bund of up to 10m in height, with a woodland belt planted along this to provide visual 

screening of development, habitat linkage and amenity. 
- A solid barrier of up to 14 metres in height, to provide further noise mitigation  

 A range of home sizes, types and tenures should be provided, to support mixed communities and to 
cater to different life stages and budgets 

 Buildings are designed with scope to adapt to the changing needs of occupants in years to come, with 
potential for example, for loft conversions or rear extensions. 

 

Safe and secure 

For BGS, this means: 

 Thresholds between private and public spaces will be clearly defined, with all streets and open spaces 
fronted by front doors and windows, maximising active frontages and animating public spaces. 

 Public uses such as schools and community spaces will have legible and welcoming entrances and be 
well lit, so they feel safe and comfortable 

 Parking courts without overlooking from surrounding homes will be avoided 
 

Building function and form 

 
For BGS this means: 
 

 Buildings should take characteristics of Welwyn Garden City and nearby villages as design cues, 
helping to inform materials, colour palette, form and structure.  

 
In terms of materials, this includes the red brickwork, painted timber and tiles found both in the neo-
Georgian buildings of Welwyn Garden City and surrounding villages. Materials choice should not 
preclude contemporary interpretations 

 
In terms of rooflines, these should generally be pitched or hipped, and tiled, to reflect local characteristics 
and help mitigate any harm to heritage assets. Rooflines should also be fragmented and avoid terraces 
and runs which are parallel to contour lines on any raised ground. 
 

 Rooflines should be screened to protect the rural setting, particularly from the south, with a 5m high 
natural landscape bund with a woodland belt along this. This should run to the north of the A414 and to 

the south of any development and provide visual screening of development, habitat linkage and amenity. 

 

 Buildings will generally be two or three storeys in height. Four storeys is considered to be the maximum 

appropriate height and should be treated as the exception, with design attention paid to integrating these 

buildings with surroundings. Half storeys are encouraged as a useful means of maximising space whilst 

maintaining a suitable scale and roofline. The two examples reviewed for the SPD from Norwich and 

Cambridge both make successful use of half storeys.  

 

 Where possible, shallow residential buildings should be considered, which allow for double aspect 

rooms, as is typical of Welwyn Garden City’s original neighbourhoods 

 

 Building designs should not preclude contemporary interpretation of Welwyn Garden City’s 
vernacular, making use of 21st century design innovations, particularly where these can help to mitigate 
and adapt to climate change 

 Homes will benefit from good levels of natural light and ventilation, and single aspect homes will be 

avoided, wherever possible, particularly those with a due northerly aspect. Proposals will meet the 
requirements set out in SADM11 regarding amenity and layout. For BGS, this will be a consideration 
for homes located close to Burnside, which will require a solid wall/building façade to mitigate noise 
levels. 
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Should the building façade form the noise barrier, it  will be important for these homes to have 
windows to the southern façade. These would be for non-habitable rooms such as kitchens and 
bathrooms and would be non-openable but will provide valuable daylight for these homes. Innovative 
layouts should be explored, such as open kitchen-diners or open plan living, meaning that light can fill 
the space from the south, while ventilation is afforded from windows on the northern facade. 
 
Four design options for the Burnside area have been tested in terms of noise mitigation measures 
and associated design requirements for decent quality homes. These each meet the noise buffer 
requirements and resolve light and ventilation issues in slightly different ways. It is expected that the 
approach to these homes should be explored further, with innovative design solutions to building and 
internal layouts encouraged. 

 

 
Sustainable design and construction  
 

For BGS this means 
 

 An opportunity for exploring sustainable construction methods and materials. Schemes should 

meet and endeavour to exceed the Council’s policy Code for Sustainable Homes level 4. 
 

 Buildings will be designed to encourage low carbon living through careful consideration of aspect 
and passive heating / cooling. This should inform the street layout of masterplans and subsequent 
aspect of homes within the new neighbourhoods.  
 

 Designs should endeavour to make all buildings highly water-efficient including rainwater harvesting 

and recycling of grey-water. New homes should meet or exceed policy SADM12 of limiting household 
water consumption to 110 litres/person/day. 
 

 More broadly, Sustainable Urban Drainage systems should be integrated within new developments. 
The existing ponds and streams within the BGS area present a valuable opportunity to use existing 
assets to facilitate effective water management and establish semi-wild green infrastructure within 
neighbourhoods that can be attractive and support biodiversity. 
 

 Development will take inspiration from the Clean Growth agenda set by the UK Industrial Strategy, 
championing the use of design that incorporates energy generation and conservation 
technologies. This should consider but not be limited to solar heat and power; rainwater harvesting; 
passive gains; vertical and horizontal axis wind turbines; ground and air source heat pumps; and 
combined heat and power networks. 
 

 New developments will be expected to demonstrate how household efficiency and waste 
management will create demonstrably lower domestic energy use, reduced utility bills and 
increased rates of recycling. 
 

 All new homes and commercial buildings shall be designed to demonstrate their adaptability for 
future innovations in energy generation and conservation technology. 
 

 New development will provide homes with appropriate internal and external storage for recycling 
and landfill waste. These should be tucked away so as not to dominate the street scene or create an 
environmental nuisance. Proposals should meet policy SADM12. 
 

 New homes will provide accessible, covered cycle storage space, to encourage a shift to active 

travel and discourage car use for short journeys 
 

 Electric charging points will be provided at the local centres, and the use of car share clubs 

considered, to minimise the impact of private vehicles in the local area 

 

EX201K




