
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Welwyn Hatfield Borough Council – Local Plan Examination in Public 

 

Response to Matter 2 – Symondshyde 

EX202 and EX202B – EX202H 

 

 

Aurora Properties Limited – ID: 322550 

 

27 October 2020 

 
 
 
 
 



 

 
1 

 

Welwyn Hatfield Borough Council – Local Plan Examination in Public 

Response to Matter 2 – Symondshyde 

EX202 and EX202B – EX202H 

Aurora Properties Limited – ID: 322550 

 

1. The Council has submitted to the Examination a letter (EX202) dated 19 June 2020 

from the Head of Planning at WHBC in response to the Inspector’s note at EX186C. 

 

2. In his note dated 23 March 2020 (EX186C), the Inspector makes clear that 

Symondshyde should only be considered sound if there are not sites that could be 

developed in more sustainable locations. 

 
3. In his Round Up notes to the Stage 7 Hearing Session, the Inspector confirmed: 

 
“I have previously said that Symondshyde should only be considered if there are not 
sites that could be developed in more sustainable locations and I intended to examine 
it when there was much more information before the Examination about the 
alternatives.” 
 
and (in respect of both Symondshyde and Birchall Garden Suburb); 
 
“I am unable to give you a final decision on the soundness of either of these proposed 
allocations at this stage. Among other reasons this is because I am unable to 
determine whether or not exceptional circumstances exist to release either site from 
the Green Belt. This is primarily because there is insufficient information about the 
availability of sites in sequentially preferable or more sustainable locations, and on 
the comparative impact of developments on the openness and purposes of the Green 
Belt.” 
 

4. With the Council’s letter of 19 June 2020, the Council includes its Counsel’s Advice 

(EX202A) where the Council appears to be challenging the Inspector’s common sense  

approach to the comparative suitability and sustainability of sites within the borough 

by claiming that there is no “sequential test” to site allocations in the NPPF.  This is  

presumably an attempt to justify the allocation of Symondshyde ahead of other 

smaller and more deliverable sites elsewhere in the borough, particularly in the four  
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(very sustainable) large villages.  Aurora Properties has submitted a separate 

representation (Matter 3 - Green Belt) in respect of this dubious proposition by the 

Council, which should be read alongside this representation. 

 
5. It is a material consideration for this Examination that from the outset the Council has 

declined to meet its Full Objectively Assessed Housing Need (FOAHN) as required by 

paragraphs 14 and 47 of the NPPF 2012, nor does it have a five-year land supply nor 

any flexibility in its ability to deliver new homes.   

 

6. The Plan was submitted with a housing target of just 12,000 dwellings when the 

Council’s own SHMA 2015 had identified a FOAHN of 664 to 707 dpa (13,280 to 14,014 

over a 20 year period) [Turley Update Report October 2015 Figure 7.1 page 96] and this was 

repeated again in the Turley Update Report in April 2016 [Figure 3.1 page 13].  As such, 

the Council was fully aware that it was failing to meet its FOAHN, without justification,  

before submitting its Plan. 

 
7. Subsequent to submission of the Plan, in May 2017 (3.5 years ago), the Council’s own 

evidence (Turley SHMA update 2017) identified a FOAHN of 800 dpa (16,000 dwellings 

over a 20 year Plan period), commencing in 2013. 

 
8. In his advice note to the Council in December 2017 [EX39], the Inspector made clear 

that the borough’s FOAHN was 16,000 new dwellings for a Plan period of 2013 to 2033 

(800 dpa).  The Inspector further requested that the Council seeks to identify sites for 

20,000 dwellings in order to provide flexibility, as required by paragraph 14 of the 

NPPF 2012. 

 
9. The Inspector has formally repeated his request for the Council to make its Plan sound, 

by allocating additional sites, in 2017, 2018 and again in 2019.  Those requests have 

gone unanswered. 
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10. Furthermore, since 2017, the Councillors have repeatedly rejected detailed 

professional advice, from its own planning officers, to meet its FOAHN in full.  

Additionally, the planning officers have identified and assessed more than enough 

suitable and sustainable sites to meet that FOAHN (of 16,000) in full.  Many of those 

sites have been summarily rejected by the Councillors without justification. 

 

11. As a result of the delays to the Examination, the national population and household 

formation projections have been published for 2016 and 2018 whilst the Examination 

has been in progress.  This has caused additional delay and expense for all participants 

at the Examination. 

 
12. The WHBC Local Plan is one of a diminishing few still being Examined under the NPPF 

2012.  This is material because under the NPPF 2018 the Council would be required to 

adopt Standard Methodology for its housing need, which would be 875 dwellings per 

annum (17,500 over a 20 year Plan period) and the Council would not be able to 

constantly seek to reduce that housing need. 

 

13. The practical consequence of the Council’s strategy has been to delay the Examination 

and to constrain housing delivery, with consequential social ramifications for the 

affordability of housing and the formation of younger households. 

 
14. All of the above is directly relevant to whether, or not, the allocation of Symondshyde 

is sound. 

 
15. In order to meet the FOAHN, it is highly probable that Symondshyde will be required 

to be allocated.  However, the Inspector is correct both in terms of the justification of 

exceptional circumstances and the sustainability of site allocations to require the 

allocation of the most suitable and sustainable sites ahead of Symondshyde, 

particularly those sites in close proximity to major public transport services.  In 

practice, this simply means the allocation of all the more suitable and sustainable sites  

which the Council’s own planning officers recommended to the Council at its Cabinet 

Planning and Parking Panel meeting on 23 January 2020. 
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16. A further material consideration is the role that Symondshyde (and the other strategic 

sites) might, or might not, fulfil in helping to meet the five-year land supply.  All of the 

large strategic sites are in close proximity to each other and new housing would be 

aimed at the same demographic population.  This poses a real risk for the five-year 

land supply and the sustained delivery of housing through challenging economic 

conditions.  This undermines both the reliability and flexibility of meeting the housing 

trajectory.  In reality, the smaller sites around the four large villages are far more likely 

to meet the five-year land supply and be deliverable in all economic circumstances 

because (1) less infrastructure is required, (2) build out rates will be greater and 

quicker in the village sites, (3) the range across all market sectors would be greater in 

the villages (thus avoiding market saturation) and (4) an even balance of housing 

distribution due to the geographical location of the villages within the borough. 

 
17. The Inspector has adopted a sensible and rational approach to his requirement for (i) 

additional site allocations to meet the FOAHN in full, (ii) the requirement for the 

Council to have a five-year land supply, (iii) the likely requirement for a 20% buffer in 

the five-year land supply and (iv) the need for flexibility and headroom in the range of 

site allocations to reduce the risk of future under-delivery.  This is particularly 

important in a Green Belt authority, where it is not possible for the Council to alter 

Green Belt boundaries outside of a new Plan or a Plan review, both of which are 

cumbersome processes. 

 
18. Whether the Council regards the Inspector’s advice to the Council as a sequential 

approach to site allocations or a comparative assessment of exceptional 

circumstances to justify the release of land from the Green Belt (as per “this” Green 

Belt in the Calverton judgment) is irrelevant.  The orderly approach adopted by the 

Inspector is sound. 

 
 

Alan W D Perkins FRICS 

27 October 2020 


