
Dear Sir, 
 
THESE ARE MY COMMENTS ON ADDITIONAL EVIDENCE PROVIDED TO THE 
EXAMINATION BY TARMAC AND WELWYN HATFIELD BOROUGH COUNCIL 
EX201 RELATING TO BIRCHALL GARDEN SUBURB  
 
Thank you for the opportunity to submit comments on the additional material provided by 
Tarmac in relation to the potential allocation at Birchall Garden Suburb.  
 
Below I will endeavour to provide further information from the point of view of preserving 
the ecology of the site. I accept the significant need for housing in the borough and believe 
there is a way to accommodate some housing within BGS whilst protecting the key assets. 
However, for the reasons I outline below, I believe that the current proposals cannot achieve 
this.  
 

1. Lack of engagement 
 
It is claimed in the material that Tarmac would seek to engage with local stakeholders in the 
development of the project. However, this is a promise also made in the initial scoping 
document and no such engagement has taken place. Simply put, if engagement had been 
sufficiently meaningful to date I would have no need to write this letter. Local environmental 
stakeholders have only been heard during the examination, and no conversations with Tarmac 
or Welwyn Hatfield Borough Council have taken place on these issues.  Promise of 
discussion with the directors of Lafarge, the owners prior to Tarmac in 2010 never happened 
even though they instigated the suggestion of meeting. 
 

2. Lack of strategic thinking 
 
It is a shame that the Council have ignored my previous letter detailing the requirement for a 
Green Corridor of a specific width; academic papers researched at the time found 400 metres 
as a quantified distance for species found in the present Green Corridor. You will recall that 
this letter was written at your request. Further to that letter we have now to comment on the 
quality of the reserves arable area and to justify its credentials to biodiversity, as it has been 
suggested that its overgrown state qualifies it to be put forward for development. 
 
The proposals advanced do not give sufficient width to support the wildlife which we know is 
present in the Corridor. The arbitrary 100 metres to act as a road less land bridge from the 
Commons LNR to the wider landfill as suggested by Welwyn Hatfield Council planning 
department at the January hearings will not suffice for larger mammals mentioned in my 
previous letter – fallow deer, roe deer and badger. These species will also not easily transit 
through the density of planting required to screen any development from view and noise and 
we already know of significant road deaths of badger recorded on that stretch of the A414 
should species be forced in this direction. The Council’s own policy on Strategic Green 
Infrastructure is deeply threatened by the development at Birchall Garden Suburb. Their 
approach may be to change their policy, but this will simply mean they fail to deliver a 
meaningful Green Corridor across the Borough.  
 
 
 
 



3. Major omissions from the studies provided 
 
It is clear from the data gathered by myself and other naturalists, including county recorders 
for individual taxa at the Commons LNR in 2009 and subsequently the surrounding area, 
including the former landfill site of Cole Green for over two decades, that many of the 
species present are not accounted for in the Tarmac evidence; Indeed, their 2015 EIA 
Scoping Report talks of three protected species being the main concern for the 
implementation of Birchall Garden Suburb, bats, badgers and great crested newt. I will 
concede that further surveys did included reptiles, common dormouse at Panshanger and 
water vole, the latter species following my own publication of this isolated population. That 
still leaves a shortfall in assessment of over 120 species of Red listed, European Protected 
Species, Species of Principle Importance and Schedule One species unaccounted for and 
these need to be fully considered in planning terms to avoid a local biological disaster .  
 
Over one hundred and fifty protected species are found in the central part of the existing 
green corridor. This is documented in the, (ELMAW 2017) report that was produced for 
Hertingfordbury Parish Council which was subsequently submitted to the evidence library for 
the hearings in 2018. Of the one hundred and fifty plus species, seventy of these are also 
recorded within the bounds of the Commons LNR and will be significantly harmed by the 
proposed development. Tarmac has never quantified these data or considered movement and 
interaction of species between key areas of high biodiversity affected by their development 
proposal, in particular the Commons LNR. It is not good ecological practice to look at 
species in isolation.     
 
This harm will be caused either by the creation of habitat islands which become prone to 
disease and species extinction by isolation, or by the impact of the edge effects listed in my 
previous letter. Whether through domestic cat predation or simply a relocation to avoid the 
impact of increased human activity, the biodiversity of the Commons and the surrounding 
land will be unable to survive in its present form. By acknowledging the need to offset the 
harm in a different location the Council and Tarmac essentially admit this and should in the 
early stages found AVOID a more suitable interpretation of the mitigation hierarchy. With no 
accompanying detail, it is challenging to see where it would be possible to replicate such an 
ancient and thriving habitat, that is because, it can-not be achieved.  
 

4. Validity of the claim to have ‘avoided’ ecological assets 
 
The Council asserts that by insisting upon minimal buffering around the Commons LNR it 
has met the terms of ‘avoid’ under the mitigation hierarchy. However, my previous letter 
indicates that whilst the development is not in the nature reserve, it would still have negative 
consequences for it, both direct and indirect impact. Furthermore, the premise that the 
Commons has been ‘avoided’ is flawed because of the interrelationship between the LNR and 
the wider landscape. Raptors which nest in and around the Commons use the arable land to 
hunt and transit to the landfill area, while farmland birds and some other avian species, some 
eight thousand in total have been caught and ringed under licence on the reserve also move 
between local habitats. Of these birds several species have also been linked to not only other 
counties in Great Britain but also the European mainland, including Scandinavia. Badgers, 
roe and fallow deer use the open space as a transit route to other sites along the corridor. The 
site as proposed would ‘avoid’ ecological assets in only the narrowest possible sense.  
 
 



Similarly, the presence of an ancient fen in the Commons is dependent on the hydrology of 
Windmill Hill and the adjacent arable ridge. Evidence of Bronze Age man manipulating the 
water courses of the fen have been within the evidence base of the examination since 2018. 
This evidence was submitted by local naturalists because hydrology has not been considered 
as part of any Ecological Impact Assessment of the Birchall Garden Suburb development and 
its effect on the Commons LNR. Any development on the arable ridge and around Windmill 
Hill will necessarily affect the way water flows underground and into the fen. This is likely to 
result in the fen drying.  
 
The fen is a significant historical and ecological asset in its own right and is unique in the 
region. Pollen sequences found within peat structure are reported as of national importance, 
 (Wessex Archaeology 2011) and should be protected for its peat layers to continue to grow. 
Additionally, when considering the estimated quantity of carbon stored within it, there is a 
credible environmental case for maintaining its current state. Peat bogs and fens sequester 
and store many tonnes of carbon each year, and the decline of the 2.8ha of fen at the 
Commons would result in an estimated 78 tonnes of CO2 left in the atmosphere per year. 
Similarly, the process of oxidation would take place as the fen dried, converting stored 
carbon into carbon dioxide and releasing over 12000 tonnes sequestered since the Romans 
left Britain in 400 AD. 
 
It is clear, therefore, that the unintended consequences of developing the site would certainly 
not ‘avoid’ the Commons as it is intrinsically linked to its surroundings.  
 

5. The relationship between the former landfill site and the Commons LNR 
 
The former landfill site is a biodiverse asset in itself. Herts Ecology in a letter to Colin Haigh, 
head of Planning at Welwyn Hatfield Council on the 19th March 2015, in section 8.2 on 
spatial policies say’s  
 
‘’Herts Ecology recognise that ‘Considerable concern was expressed over the loss of 
Panshanger Airfield’. This is known to include ecological resources although none have ever 
been formally recognised that reflect any significant intrinsic habitat importance. The value 
lies in the rather neglected and undisturbed areas of grasslands around the periphery which 
have increasingly become important for birds and probably other wildlife. Herts Ecology 
believe that any such ecology needs to be fully considered and the potential for habitat 
compensation pursued as necessary should opportunities arise.’’ 
 
The former landfill area can be seen as a good habitat comparison to the airfield which also 
had developing scrub over grassland on the margins. The creation of a country park style 
amenity space with increased human interaction over the landfill area will have a negative 
impact on what is a key hunting ground for raptors, breeding farmland birds and mammals.  
 
Tarmac’s principle of using this area in order to offset the effect of developing elsewhere 
under the SANG principle needs greater consideration, as the increased impact on flora and 
fauna on the tip itself will need to be offset. Tarmac provides the Thames Basin Region 
Special Protection Area as a model for offsetting harm. However, the SPA works because the 
alternative green space which is enhanced is significantly removed from the sites being 



developed.  The quote below, taken from the Surrey Heath Borough Council website1, is 
particularly useful: 
 
How does the SPA affect new development in Surrey Heath? 
 
The European and national legislation that underpins the SPA seeks to ensure that any 
proposed development scheme or plan will not adversely affect the integrity of the SPA. 
Natural England is the Government agency that champions the conservation of wildlife 
throughout England. They have advised all Local Authorities with land in the Thames Basin 
Heaths that new housing within 5km of the SPA may harm the rare bird populations and that 
particular harm may occur from additional new development that lies within 400m of the 
SPA. This harm can be caused by disturbance to the birds from a growth in the number of 
walkers, cats and dogs frequenting the heathland, and other recreational uses created by 
additional housing. 
 
The SANG principle is applied in addition to extensive buffering, not instead of it. Though 
the land area is larger, there is no logical basis for assuming that buffers of a similar size 
would not be relevant in the case of the richly biodiverse Commons LNR and the wider site. 
The mitigation measures used by SHBC are as follows: 
 
A significant proportion of the Borough lies within 400m of the SPA and all of Surrey Heath 
lies within 5km of the SPA. In order to allow new development while safeguarding the 
integrity of the TBH SPA, the Council has put in place mitigation measures to avoid harm to 
the SPA arising from new housing development. These measures include: 
 

- The establishment of a 400 metre buffer around the SPA within which no net new 
residential development will be permitted; 

- The provision of Suitable Alternative Natural Greenspace (SANG); 
- Strategic Access Management and Monitoring (SAMM) measures - coordinated 

visitor management across the whole of the publically accessible SPA. 
 
It is therefore obvious that the way in which Tarmac have portrayed the SANG method is 
misleading. It forms one part of a wider management scheme, which also includes extensive 
buffer zones the likes of which are not proposed at Birchall Garden Suburb. The map 
provided on the Surrey Heath website demonstrates clearly what an ecology driven approach 
would look like.2 
  
Once the tip is used for recreation, key species will no longer find it a welcoming 
environment and will disappear. I therefore urge you to return to the LUC recommendations 
in EX169 which include a road free land bridge corridor directly between the Windmill Hill 
area of the Commons LNR and the wider Green Corridor and consider that the landfill site 
should be managed under a wildlife stewardship scheme as well as for people.  
 
This, along with the arable land that formed the southern portion of BGS, that has recently 
been removed could in fact be given in mitigation to satisfy at least a small part of the 

 
1 https://www.surreyheath.gov.uk/residents/planning/planning-policy/thames-basin-heaths-special-protection-
area-avoidance-measures https://www.surreyheath.gov.uk/residents/planning/planning-policy/thames-basin-
heaths-special-protection-area-avoidance-measures 
2 https://www.surreyheath.gov.uk/sites/default/files/documents/residents/planning/planning-
policy/TBH/Thames%20Basin%20Heaths%20SPA%20and%20400m%20Buffer%20Zone.pdf 



compensation for delivering some of the northern area of BGS. This is the only way for the 
existing corridor to be sufficiently wide, diverse and free from edge effects for it to function 
as it currently does. 
 
The value of the Commons, which has recorded history of over seven thousand years, cannot 
be easily quantified and offset. Biodiversity offsetting may allow for creation of habitat but, 
replanting elsewhere alone will not provide the richness of flora and fauna generated by 
millennia of natural and human processes. The metric does not allow for fauna to be included 
within the calculations.  
 
 
 
 

6. LNR Management 
 
I question the assertion that increased surveillance will be a benefit to the Commons LNR. In 
the time that I was voluntary warden of the site - a period spanning 15 years and subsequent 
recording of its species to this time - I have never witnessed extensive incursions by 
motorbikes or quadbikes in the arable area, let alone unlawful dumping. This is not a problem 
which needs solving, nor should it be used as justification for the development. 
 
Similarly, the idea that new residents could be prevented from accessing the Commons by 
signage is naïve. Adding over two-thousand new residents to the border of the Commons will 
lead to increased human and domestic animal activity.  Data published by Dr John Bradshaw 
– School of Veterinary Sciences at Bristol University on cat predation shows the average 
roaming distance of a domestic cat from its home is thought to be between forty and two 
hundred metres. There is simply no way to avoid this direct impact under the current 
proposals.  
 
Conclusion 
 
I recognise the need for development in Welwyn Garden City and believe that there is a 
solution which works for wildlife as well as the Local Plan. The LUC proposal to create a 
bridge of a permanent 100 metre road free corridor between the arable area of the Commons 
LNR and the former landfill site will help offset harm to the existing corridor but it’s not 
sufficient. In conjunction with the removal of the southern portion of the site that could be 
included in the revised corridor, I believe it would give sufficient space for wildlife to live 
and transit through the space as they currently do.  
 
The proposal to offset the harm to the Commons through providing amenity open space and 
access improvements to the landfill site will go some way to limiting the footfall on the 
nature reserve, but will inevitably cause harm to the flora and fauna which currently lives and 
hunts on the tip. The SANG method, deployed by Tarmac to justify their decision to harm the 
Commons, has been disingenuously used to say that enough has been done to justify the 
development. In fact, if applied in its entirety, the SANG method would require far more 
extensive buffering and the total avoidance of development in the area.  
 
This proposal is the only one which adequately addresses the needs of wildlife whilst 
providing some of the housing the Borough desperately needs. I do hope that the correct 
balance between the two priorities can be struck but I will end with this section from the 



letter sent from Herts Ecology on 19th March 2015 to Mr Colin Haigh, Head of Planning, I 
quote: 
 
‘’Consequently Herts Ecology consider that an open corridor of some form is required to 
retain a direct link to open countryside to the east and for the immediate future – south to 
ensure a link to open land is retained for The Commons woodlands. The potential for some 
retaining a robust link for more mobile species with Hatfield Park to the south is also 
important.    
  
In any event, additional housing will generate further pressure on the LNR.  If the LNR is to 
retain its condition and quality, measures to enhance management and the ecological 
corridors will be required before Herts Ecology would support any development in this 
location’’   
 
 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 
 

P Oakenfull 
 
Peter Oakenfull ACIEEM 
29th October 2020 


