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Welwyn Hatfield Local Plan Examination 
 

Response by Save Symondshyde 
 

EX202 WHBC letter to Inspector, 19 June 2020 

(Council’s response to Inspector’s Note EX186C – Symondshyde) 
 
 
1. Introduction 
 
1.1 Save Symondshyde is frankly appalled that the Council should submit EX202, complete with 
its enthusiastically positive claims about the need for a new settlement in this location, following 
the resolution of the WHBC Cabinet in January 2020 to withdraw the Symondshyde allocation from 
the Local Plan.  There has been no resolution in the Council at any level since then to suggest an 
alternative strategy relevant to Symondshyde.  The proposal to delete Symondshyde was included 
in the Proposed Changes consultation that ended on 1st May.  Since then, the Council has been 
considering the responses, but has not yet published the results. 
 
1.2 The Council’s submission can only be explained by individuals in positions of authority 
amongst the councillors and / or officers taking this unilateral action.  The Inspector should view 
the Council’s submission in that light. 
 
2. The sequential approach 
 
2.1 In section 2 of its response, the Council refers to the sequential approach to Green Belt 
release, and presents an Advice note from the Council’s Barrister in support of the contention that 
it is not necessary to take a sequential approach to the selection of sites (Appendix 1 - EX202A). 
 
2.2 We instructed Mr Langham of Landmark Chambers to provide an Opinion on this matter.  
His Opinion is attached as an Appendix to our response to EX202A.  In that response, we 
demonstrate that case law establishes that a ranking system such as the sequential approach is in 
fact appropriate in the case of this Local Plan, and that the Inspector has consistently indicated the 
need for a sequential approach to identifying ‘exceptional circumstances’ for the release of Green 
Belt land. 
 
2.3 We invite the Inspector to take Mr Langham’s Opinion into account in considering the 
Council’s response to his guidance in EX186C. 
 
3. Options for housing land in the vicinity of Symondshyde 
 
3.1 In EX186C the Inspector poses a number of options for expanding the housing supply in the 
vicinity of the current Symondshyde allocation, and asks related questions, on which he invites the 
Council to submit further evidence.  Briefly, these are: 
(i) whether expansion of the Symondshyde site onto land to the north could be justified 

through exceptional circumstances; 
(ii) whether development of the mass of Symondshyde or an even greater amount of 

development could be located much closer to the western edge of Hatfield; 
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(iii) if option (ii) were not deliverable, whether some land west of the existing/proposed edge of 
Hatfield, between St Albans Road at Ellenbrook and west of Green Lanes at Stanborough 
would be available for development before 2036; 

(iv) whether increasing the critical mass of the Symondshyde site would create a sustainable 
neighbourhood, through increasing the availability of non-car transport to the location and 
improving the range of on-site facilities available. 

 
3.2 The Council has dismissed option (i) for the reasons given in JB Planning’s assessment of the 
location as Areas A, B and C in their Technical Paper (EX202D).  While we agree with their 
conclusions on Areas A and B, Area C may be a different matter.  This land is in different ownership 
from the rest of the Symondshyde site, so is not promoted by Gascoyne Cecil Estates.  While Save 
Symondshyde is obviously not supporting the expansion of the allocation, we note that expansion 
into Area C would take development closer to Cromer Hyde, which would be better than expansion 
to the south in terms of: 

 • not impacting ancient woodland,  

 • being further away from the Borough’s strategic Green Corridor; 

 • it is not in the green gap with Hatfield, 

 • it is not in an area identified by LUC as causing high or very high harm to the Green Belt, 

 • having limited impact, compared with elsewhere, on enjoyment of local public rights of way. 
 
3.3 With regard to option (iii), under the heading Southern Section, the Council discusses the 
pros and cons of allocating the HAT2 Ellenbrook site.  We agree with the Council that land at the 
southern end of the arc between St Albans Road and Coopers Green Lane should not be allocated, 
as this would reduce the Green Belt gap between Hatfield and St Albans.  However, the land called 
P46a, which is most of the land in parcel P46 and is better known as HAT2, would not have this 
impact.  We consider an urban extension to Hatfield in this position providing 1,100 houses would 
be a far superior alternative to a free-standing new settlement at Symondshyde.  As the Council 
accepts, it would have superior accessibility to services (and a wider range of those) and be easier 
to serve by bus.  Arlington Business Parks has submitted a planning application for housing on this 
site, and considers that it can resolve the legitimate concerns about ensuring sufficient land for a 
country park (required as a result of previous development approved in the area).  We agree that 
such a facility for residents and as part of the Green Infrastructure of the wider area does need to 
be sustained.  We consider that this proposal should be examined positively to see if it can be 
delivered, rather than assuming the discouraging approach adopted by the Council.  The proposals 
by Arlington in the agreed statement at EX202B paragraphs 3.8-9 could be a useful starting point. 
 
3.4 The Council goes on to promote the expansion of the Symondshyde site into Areas D and E 
identified in the JB Planning report, to allow an additional 400 dwellings to be provided.  This 
expansion is to the south/south-east (not west as stated in the Council paper).  We give no weight 

to the Council’s statement that Gascoyne Cecil Estates are inclined to “to expand Symondshyde 
eastwards towards Hatfield, retaining a 700m gap between the two, rather than to expand the NW 
Hatfield allocation further west as a replacement for Symondshyde”: that is hardly surprising as 
they control the land to the south-east. 
 
3.5 At the Stage 7 hearing on Symondshyde, GCE gave assurances that the green gap between 
Symondshyde and Hatfield (i.e. to Coopers Green Lane) would not be encroached on if the new 
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settlement went ahead as proposed.  Now, in response to a suggestion about increasing the critical 
mass of Symondshyde, it has opted to promote development precisely into that green gap, 
reducing its width to around 700 metres, which would be damaging in its own right and make it far 
more vulnerable to future development.  This proposal demonstrates the fragility of both the 
Green Gap, and of any commitments by developers about protecting the green gap or preventing 
coalescence. 
 
3.6 Save Symondshyde disputes the claim that an expanded Symondshyde would represent 
sustainable development and that a meaningful gap would be secured.  We set out our detailed 
views on this in our response to the JB Planning Technical Paper EX202D and the associated WSP 
Public Transport Strategy EX202E. 
 
4. Reasons for proposing a new village, and its location 
 

4.1 In EX186C, the Inspector states as his starting point that “Symondshyde should only be 

considered if there are not sites that could be developed in more sustainable locations” and “I am 
unable to determine whether or not exceptional circumstances exist to release [the] site from the 
Green Belt … primarily because there is insufficient information about the availability of sites in 
sequentially preferable or more sustainable locations”. 
 
4.2 The Council tries to justify the Symondshyde proposal on the basis that incorporating a new 
settlement in the supply mix significantly enhances the choice available to developers and 
consumers.  Lack of choice is not the problem that needs to be addressed.  The real issue is the lack 
of truly affordable (social) housing and the benefits of locating that provision in or adjacent to 
existing urban areas where there is already easy access to the services and transport that people 
need.  Whether replacing the Symondshyde proposal by an urban extension would increase the 
contribution from urban extensions to 60% of supply is completely irrelevant. 
 
4.3 The only justification given by the Council for allocating the Symondshyde site, throughout 
the examination, has been to meet what the Council regards as the housing need.  As the Inspector 

says in his Interim Report “This area emerged at the very last moment as a location for new 
residential development and the only justification in the SA is to provide a wider choice in the 
housing market” (paragraph 93). 
 
4.4 We address the question of housing need in our response to EX203 and EX203A the Turley 
report on the implications of the 2018-based SNPP and SNHP on the Welwyn Hatfield OAN.  There 
we demonstrate that the true OAN for the Plan period should be 7,740 dwellings.  If such a housing 
target, or one anywhere near it, were to be adopted, there would be no need for a new settlement 
the size of Symondshyde to be built in an unsustainable location in open Green Belt countryside. 
 
4.5 In any case, the Council has not satisfactorily demonstrated that Symondshyde is the only or 
best location for a new settlement in the borough, if one were needed.  In our statement of 17 
September 2018 to the Stage 5 hearing on the Green Belt Review Stage 3 (under the heading 
Possible new settlement), and again in our supplementary statement of 19 December 2018, we 
pointed out that the LUC Green Belt Review report had completely failed, by their own admission, 
to carry out an objective assessment of which were the most suitable locations for a new 
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settlement.  LUC had been set the objective of assessing the potential harm to the Green Belt of 
new settlement locations (paragraph 1.11 of EX88B), but concluded in paragraph 8.13 that: 

Identifying new settlement locations however requires consideration of a wide range of 

factors beyond Green Belt matters. Paragraph 138 of the NPPF states that ‘When drawing 
up or reviewing Green Belt boundaries, the need to promote sustainable patterns of 

development should be taken into account. ’This study does not therefore draw conclusions 
on which are the most suitable locations for a new settlement as that requires an 
assessment of issues (sustainability, deliverability etc.) beyond the scope of this Green Belt 
study. 

 
4.6 The inspector, in his note of December 2017 on the Green Belt Review (EX39) stated: 

If this quantum of development is unlikely to be achieved adjacent to the urban areas 
without unacceptable harm to the Green Belt or other considerations then the study would 
need to assess other locations that are large enough to accommodate new settlements of a 
sufficient size to be genuinely sustainable and without compromising fundamentally the 
purposes of the Green Belt and the need for openness. Given the configuration of the Green 
Belt within Welwyn/Hatfield and the location of settlements in adjacent districts this would 
not be an easy task. 

 
4.7 The Council has therefore simply neither addressed properly the need for a new settlement, 
nor demonstrated why Symondshyde would be more suitable than anywhere else without 
compromising the purposes of the Green Belt and the need for openness. Nor has there been any 
sustainability appraisal of alternative sites for a new settlement.  The Sustainability Appraisal 
Addendum EX200 in January 2020 wholly failed to address this issue, despite focusing on the 
relative merits of different parcels of land.  In the circumstances, we urge that the Inspector revisits 
his suggestion in paragraph 92 of his Interim Report that “an expanded village on this site would 
appear to be the most appropriate solution” (if justified by housing requirements).  We do, 
however, agree with the Inspector’s view in his Interim Report where he states “I am not convinced 
that this [housing need] alone is sufficient to justify exceptional circumstances for the removal of 
this land from the GB, if there are more sustainable alternatives elsewhere that could together act 
as a substitute” (paragraph 93).  We have given additional evidence on this issue in our response to 
EX202A, at paragraphs 9-11, in response to the Advice from Mr Beglan to the Council. 
 
5. Sustainable access to Symondshyde 
 
5.1 The letter at EX202 states that the Council endorses the WSP Public Transport Strategy: 
Symondshyde New Village, May 2020 (EX202E).  In fact, Council members have not been given the 
opportunity to comment on the WSP report, and if they did so, they would recognise how deeply 
flawed it is. 
 
5.2 The proposal for bus services serving Symondshyde to run at a frequency of every 20-30 
minutes in the early years and subsequently 15-20 minutes between the SDS5 and SDS6 sites and 
key rail stations, town centres and employment areas is completely unrealistic.  Bus services in the 
area at present typically run at more than hourly intervals during the day, do not run throughout 
the weekend, and stop running in the early evening, so are of no use to commuters travelling to 
London to work.  The idea of diverting or extending existing long-distance bus routes through 
Symondshyde, although it might suit Symondshyde residents, would have the knock-on effect of 
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increasing journey times for people travelling between distant points of the route, thus 
discouraging wider use of bus services. 
 
5.3 The viability assumptions made in the WSP report are highly suspect.  The net subsidy 
required to run the proposed services for years 1-15 is forecast to be around £950,000.  No realistic 
assurances of how this would be funded are given, so far as we can see.  Developer contributions 
would be limited to a number of years; thereafter, under existing arrangements, it would fall on the 
County Council to fund any shortfall.  Recent history tells us that the County Council is highly 

unlikely to be able to afford this.  The suggestion that a ‘loop ’bus service serving Symondshyde, 
NW Hatfield and both town centres would become economically viable in 13-15 years from first 
occupation is laughable: this depends on an unrealistically high level of patronage, based on levels 
of modal shift which are purely aspirational. 
 
5.4 We comment in more detail on the WSP report in our response to EX202E. 
 
6. Viability of local facilities 
 

6.1 The Council’s analysis of the potential viability of community and commercial facilities in 
Symondshyde, based on its 1,130 dwelling size, is set out in EX202G.  A comparative assessment 
with 18 new villages around the country indicates that Symondshyde could justify a primary school, 
community hall, general purpose (food) shop and possibly a public house.   
 

6.2 In his note EX186C, the Inspector stated that “Ideally the settlement ought to be able to 
support some health and catering/refreshment facilities as well as the others that have been 
indicated”.  It is now abundantly clear that there is little chance of these being provided.  Even at 
1,500 dwellings, Symondshyde would not be a sustainable settlement in any meaningful way. 
 
6.3 This means that reliance on secondary education provision, primary retail facilities, health 
and social care services, higher-level leisure and entertainment facilities, and religious faith centres 
would have to be met elsewhere. 
 
6.4 It is suggested that landowner/developer contributions towards the delivery of a new 8-10 
form entry secondary school proposed as part of the NW Hatfield development would meet 

Symondshyde’s needs.  No primary health care provision will be made in Symondshyde, but land in 
NW Hatfield has been set aside for a GP surgery, should an economic case for such a surgery 
emerge.  This dependence on primary facilities at least a kilometre from Symondshyde or in town 
centres 3-4 kilometres away brings into question the sustainability of the new settlement proposal, 
given our deep reservations about the public transport provision expressed in section 5 above. 
 

6.5 The Council makes the disingenuous claim on page 7 that “while the current proposal for 
1,130 dwellings is likely to be self-contained and sustainably accessible, an increase in scale could 

be beneficial in these respects.”  There is no evidence whatever that Symondshyde would be ‘self-
contained’ in any meaningful way, for want of on-site services.  It is also clear that even increasing 
its size by one third to 1,500 houses would not make any substantive difference to self-
containment. 
 

(continued) 
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7. Conclusions 
 
7.1 We consider that in EX202 the Council has given a wholly inadequate response to the 
questions raised by the Inspector in his EX186C.  The Inspector’s starting point was that "I have 
previously said that Symondshyde should only be considered if there are not sites that could be 
developed in more sustainable locations..."  He then asked some more detailed questions relating 
to Symondshyde and locations nearby. 
 
7.2 We demonstrate above and in our response to EX202D that the Council has not presented 
convincing evidence to support its claim that expanding Symondshyde in a south-easterly direction, 
as proposed by JB Planning on behalf of Gascoyne Cecil Estates, would produce a development with 
the critical mass to be sustainable.  The proposed new settlement would not support the range and 
depth of retail and community facilities necessary to make it anywhere near self-supporting.  In 
consequence, residents would have to travel significant distances for all requirements other than 
primary education, basic food and general supplies, and limited community and leisure facilities. 
 
7.3 WHBC have made no reference to alternative sites for new settlements and has failed to 
justify the selection of Symondshyde.  A range of feasible options are available for meeting housing 
need.  If the Council followed a thorough sequential approach, as we have demonstrated it should, 
there are other more suitable sites in the borough that could be allocated in preference to 
Symondshyde.  Rather than develop an unsustainable stand-alone new settlement, it would be 
better to meet housing needs by allocating more sustainable sites on the edge of existing urban 
areas.  The Council is therefore well short of being able to meet the Inspector’s requirement that 
Symondshyde should be considered only if there are not sites that could be developed in more 
sustainable locations. 
 
7.4 We do not believe that the public transport proposals put forward by JB Planning and WSP 
are either practical or viable.  The proposed new settlement would not be able to support public 
transport services on the unrealistic scale or frequency envisaged, and it would be impossible to 
encourage or enforce the necessary modal shift from private to public transport, which is based on 
aspiration rather than evidence.  No real assurances are given that the amount of public transport 
subsidy required to maintain the services would be forthcoming. 
 
7.5 Save Symondshyde has made a very clear case that the OAN should be lower.  This is 
reviewed separately in our response to the Turley paper EX203A.  While there is no need to allocate 
land at Symondshyde to meet even the Council’s proposed scale of OAN, our evidence 
demonstrates that only a much lower figure can be justified, alleviating the need to allocate 
Symondshyde and much other Green Belt land.  
 
 
October 2020 
 
Save Symondshyde 
2 Cromer Hyde Lane 
Welwyn Garden City 
Herts AL8 7XE 
 


