West of Brookmans Park: HS22 BrP4
Statement of Common Ground between Welwyn Hatfield Borough Council, Royal
Veterinary College and Hill Residential Ltd.
In his Action Points for Session 8 (EX209) the Inspector asked Welwyn Hatfield Borough
Council (WHBC), Royal Veterinary College (RVC) and Hill Residential Ltd (Hill) to prepare
an agreed statement on the exceptional circumstances for green belt release applying to the
allocation West of Brookmans Park (HS22/BrP4) and the potential to increase the capacity
of the site through an expansion of the site. He confirmed the need to consider the site
expansion in his interim report (EX212).
On 23rd November 2020, after the publication of those documents, WHBC agreed additional
sites to be put to the planning Inspector. At that meeting, WHBC also considered the
implications of the 2018 Household and Population projections and the implications for the
OAN. The Council agreed to request that a number of the sites in the submitted local plan
should be removed from the plan through main modifications on the basis that in its opinion
exceptional circumstances no longer exist for the release of sites resulting in high harm to
the Green Belt. HS22 was one of those sites. Accordingly, WHBC no longer support the
allocation of this site, or the potential extension to it which is described below and do not
consider there to be exceptional circumstances for its green belt release. The site promoters
take the opposite view and consider that the site should remain in the plan, that there are
exceptional circumstances for its removal from the green belt, and are pleased to note the
overall comments concerning the site in the Inspector’s interim report. These differences of
view should be borne in mind when reading the remainder of this note.
Nevertheless, given the clear instructions from the Inspector the parties have prepared this
note to set out the agreements and points of difference.
Section 1 Exceptional Circumstances for Green Belt Release
Exceptional circumstances are not defined in the NPPF or associated practice guidance and
are left to be assessed using planning judgement. The judgement by Justice Lay in
Calverton suggested five matters which should be considered in coming to a conclusion on
exceptional circumstances. Section 1 considers these matters.
(i)

The acuteness/intensity of the objectively assessed need (OAN) (matters of
degree may be important)

The Inspector has previously stated his view that the Objectively Assessed Need for housing
is 800 dwellings per year. Meeting this need would require the release of high harm sites
from the green belt even if additional sites promoted through the call for sites are added to
the plan.
The implications of the new 2018-based population and household projections have been
the subject of consultation by the Inspector.
The Council has submitted a revised OAN to the examination of 690 dwellings per annum
(13,800 total), taking account of the most recent 2018 – based household and population
projections which they consider represent a meaningful change from the 2014-based
projections.
RVC/Hill do not agree with this view and state that the publication of the 2018-based
household projections do not represent a meaningful change and that therefore the 800 per
annum (16,000 total) housing target should be retained by the Inspector.
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This matter will need to be subject to further consideration by the Inspector in the light of the
differing opinions expressed during the recent consultation, including those from RVC/Hill.
(see Welwyn Hatfield Borough Council - Consultation on Examination Documents 2.9.2030.10.20 (welhat.gov.uk) ).
(ii)

The inherent constraints on supply/availability of land suitable for sustainable
development
The consequent difficulties in achieving sustainable development without
impinging on green belt

(iii)

The green belt covers virtually all of the undeveloped land within the Borough. WHBC
consider that there is scope for development on non-green belt sites and this would be
boosted by additional previously developed sites submitted to the Inspector by the Council.
RVC/Hill do not agree with this statement. . Whether the OAN for housing is 13,800 or
16,000 the release of green belt land for development will be necessary to meet the need.
The parties therefore agree that there are exceptional circumstances to release some green
belt land for housing allocation. However, they disagree over whether this is one of the sites
which should be released.
Site-specific and sustainability circumstances also fall to be considered under this heading,
and these are set out below. Except where indicated, the Council and the site promoters
agree that the following circumstances are relevant to the consideration of exceptional
circumstances.
•

Local Plan Strategy

Para. 85 of the NPPF requires that when defining boundaries there should be consistency
with the Local Plan strategy for meeting needs. The Local Plan settlement hierarchy is
based on sustainability considerations. Brookmans Park is one of four “large excluded
villages” which form the third tier in the hierarchy, below Welwyn Garden City and Hatfield.
•

Sustainability and Climate Change

Both parties agree that Climate Change is the greatest threat facing mankind and urgent
action is needed to address it. The planning system has an important role to play in ensuring
development is located so as to meet National objectives for addressing Climate Change.
NPPF 2012 sets out that the purpose of the planning system is to achieve sustainable
development (para. 6). The NPPF, at para. 17, sets out 12 core principles for the planning
system, including to:

-

“support the transition to a low carbon future in a changing climate” (6th bullet); and
“actively manage patterns of growth to make the fullest possible use of public transport,
walking and cycling, and focus significant development in locations which are or can be
made sustainable” (11th bullet)

The NPPF, para. 84, requires that when reviewing Green Belt boundaries local planning
authorities should take account of the need to promote sustainable patterns of development
and consider the consequences for sustainable development.
Reducing carbon emissions is the central element in tackling climate change. Transport
accounts for 43.4% of WHBC’s carbon emissions (2018 DEFRA data) which is a higher
proportion than the UK as a whole, indicating that sustainable transport is a particularly
important element of a sustainable development strategy. The parties agree that HS22/BrP4
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is in a sustainable location for transport choices, served by public transport services and
close to a wide range of trip destinations. The RVC/Hill consider that there are no sites
outside of the towns which are as accessible.
The site adjoins Brookmans Park railway station and would provide an improved
pedestrian/cycle access to the station both from the site itself and from Brookmans Park to
the east through the provision of a replacement foot and cycle bridge. This is because the
current pedestrian and cycle access to the station is on the western side of the East Coast
Mainline. Cycling access to the station is poor from the existing village, via the narrow road
bridge. The pedestrian-only bridge is c1.5m in width.
Data from the 2011 census indicates that 20-23% of commuters from Brookmans Park use
the train (about double the borough average).
RVC/Hill consider that the current situation, with virtually no residents within the western half
of the potential walking/cycling radius, limits the potential use of the station significantly.
RVC/Hill consider it is also likely that rail users in the eastern part of Brookmans Park drive
for at least part of their journey to access the station. The Council does not support these
views.
There are six bus services which stop on Station Road close to the site, as follows (Mon –
Fri two-way daily frequency indicated in brackets):
•
•
•
•
•
•

200 London Colney – Essendon Mill (2)
201 Welham Green – Brookmans Park – Welwyn Garden City (2)
242 Welwyn Garden City – Waltham Cross (10)
303 Nicholas Breakspear School – Borehamwood (2) term time only
305 Potters Bar – St Albans (6)
610 Potters Bar – Luton (24)

These supplement the train services and in particular provide public transport links to major
locations such as Luton and St Albans which do not have direct train services from
Brookmans Park.
With its 41 units within the village centre providing a wide range of shops and services,
Brookmans Park is the largest centre in the borough outside Welwyn Garden City and
Hatfield (Cuffley having 39 units).
The central point of the site is 400m walking distance from the village centre, close enough
that a significant proportion of shopping and other service trips are likely to be made on foot
or by cycle. The furthest part of the site is 750m from the Co-operative convenience store
on Bradmore Green.
Brookmans Park contains schools meeting needs from nursery to sixth form. Aside from
Welwyn Garden City and Hatfield it is the only settlement in the borough to provide for all 4
tiers of schooling.
The RVC/Hill consider the proximity of the site to the RVC Campus has sustainability
benefits. The RVC’s Hawkshead campus employs over 700 people. The campus is some
900m walk/cycle from the centre of the site and the station which is utilised by RVC staff for
travel to the London campus. Both the affordable and market homes provided could be
occupied by RVC employees who would therefore be within walking and cycling distance of
their workplace.
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The RVC, who is the site owner and promoter, is exploring the potential to retain a number
of homes to be sold or rented at a discount to RVC staff.
The existing primary school in Brookmans Park has a capacity of 1.5 forms of entry. At 250
dwellings as submitted, HCC has advised that the size of HS22 would justify the provision of
an additional 0.5 form entry which can be delivered on the existing primary school site. This
is beneficial since a 2 form entry school is more efficient and effective in educational terms,
avoiding the need for mixed age classes.
Further work requested by the Inspector and outlined in section 2 below indicates a physical
capacity of about 380 to 445 on HS22 (depending on whether a primary school is delivered
on the site) and 450 - 515 dwellings including the Additional Land (depending on whether a
primary school is delivered on the site). Additional primary school capacity would be
required under this scenario.
The Council considers that 125 homes could be completed within 5 years of the adoption of
the local plan if this site was to be retained in the plan. Hill Residential’s view is that c250
homes could be delivered within 5 years of the Plan’s adoption. The site therefore would
contribute to the five year supply of dwellings.
The location of the site, so close to Brookmans Park Village Centre, is considered likely to
bring further local economic benefit in the form of additional custom for the local shops and
services. This may be of increased importance with the continued loss of retail spend to
online shopping and the uncertain impact of COVID-19 on the high street in particular, and
the economy generally.
The following benefits relate to the ownership of the site and how the capital receipt would
be used. RVC/Hill consider them to be clear planning benefits, giving significant additional
local and regional economic benefits which relate to, support and help deliver the local plan’s
spatial strategy which is a public benefit. The Council note these points and does not
dispute their factual basis. However, the Council does not necessarily consider them to be
public benefits directly relevant to planning. This is because they relate to the ownership of
land rather than its use and therefore may not be appropriate to weigh in the exceptional
circumstances balance.
The RVC is a world-leader in the education and training of veterinary, veterinary nursing,
and biological science students. It is the top ranked veterinary school in the UK and second
in the world (QS World Rankings by Subject 2020) and received a TEF Gold Award in 2017
for the quality of its teaching. Alongside teaching and learning, the RVC is at the forefront of
veterinary and biological research.
The Hertfordshire LEP has recognised the importance of the RVC in the life sciences sector
which is key to its Priority 1: Maintaining global excellence in science and technology. The
Hawkshead campus is also the home of Europe’s largest small animal referral teaching
hospital, the Queen Mother Hospital, an equine hospital, a farm and two first opinion
practices all of which have recently been rated as ‘Outstanding’ by The Royal College of
Veterinary Surgeons’ Practice Standards Scheme.
The allocated land is held in a charitable trust, and any proceeds from its sale must be
directed to development and improvement of RVC teaching and research. Specifically, it is
fundamental to the financing of the new Small Animal Hospital which will replace the Queen
Mother Hospital for Animals. This will address the short term need to enhance the current
veterinary and teaching facilities which are constrained in the current building. This need is
identified in the Masterplan for the campus which WHBC has approved.
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The site allocation will assist in the delivery of enhanced facilities at the campus by providing
the capital to enhance veterinary and teaching facilities. It will also help cement the RVC as
a major employer in the borough and provider of veterinary services. Therefore, it will
directly bring enhanced economic benefits to the area over and above those to be expected
from another similar site. Furthermore, the allocation will play a vital role in maintaining and
enhancing the global position of the RVC as a leading teaching and research institution,
which plays a critical role in the regional economy as well as supporting ongoing research
including epidemiology. NPPF paragraph 21 confirms the importance of supporting
knowledge driven and high technology industries through the planning system.
(iv)

The nature and extent of the harm to this green belt

HS22/BrP4 falls within Parcel 65 of the Stage 3 Study1. HS22/BrP4 is also assessed
separately as P65a.
The Council’s evidence base1 assesses that the development of HS22/BrP4 would cause
“high” harm to the Green Belt whereas an assessment undertaken by Terence O’Rourke on
behalf of RVC/Hill using the LUC methodology, concludes that the harm would be
“moderate”2. The parties have not reached agreement on this assessment. However, they
do agree that the development of HS22/BrP4 on its own would result in less harm than
development of the wider parcel P65.
(v)

The extent to which the consequent impacts on the purposes of the green belt
may be reduced

At 19.7 hectares in area, the proposed allocation would be able to incorporate strategic
planting along the southern and northern boundaries in order to reduce any harm, identified
through a detailed Landscape and Visual Impact Assessment at the planning application
stage.
-

-

Brick Kiln Wood as ancient woodland, will form a very robust western boundary,
enduring as a boundary well beyond the plan period;
Bradmore Lane and associated vegetation to the north marks the southern edge of land
to the north which is deemed ‘most essential Green Belt’ and currently forms a moderate
strength boundary which acts to screen the site well and minimise its impact on the open
countryside to the north. By strengthening this boundary within the site by additional
planting a more robust boundary would be provided and the parties note the reference to
this in the Inspector’s interim report.
The distinct valley landscape of Ray Brook is within flood zones 2 and 3, so providing a
moderate strength boundary to the south. The parties note that the Inspector expressed
at development could impact profoundly on remaining green belt to the south if not given
careful attention, but that with appropriate landscaping this potential harm could be
successfully mitigated and a permanent defensible green belt boundary established.

The following plan indicates a planting/landscaping strategy which would implement
mitigation of green belt harm, should the site be allocated, together with a revised green belt
boundary.

1

Welwyn Hatfield Green Belt Study Stage 3, LUC, EX99 March 2019)
89800 Representations submitted on behalf of Hill and the Royal Veterinary College in response to consultation
on The Welwyn Hatfield Green Belt Study, Stage 3 December 2018
2
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The site specific considerations for the site (Table 15) would be amended by replacing the
second bullet point as follows:
•

•
•
•

Provide a 15m or wider green infrastructure corridors along the Ray Brook and
adjacent to Brick Kiln Wood WS144 with at least a 15m buffer to Brick Kiln Wood and
preferably wider to avoid and mitigate any harm to the ecology of the ancient
woodland.
Prepare a detailed Landscape and Visual Impact Assessment at the planning
application stage to guide the landscaping requirements for the site.
Additional tree planting along the northern boundary of the site to maintain the open
nature of the green belt to the north by strengthening the visual screen provided by
the existing hedgerows.
Create a wide multifunctional green corridor along the southern boundary of the site
to screen the development from wider views, provide recreational space including
active transport routes and protect/enhance the biodiversity of the Ray Brook. Will
include natural/semi-natural greenspace, footpaths, substantial tree planting and
ecological enhancements.

Conclusion on exceptional circumstances
RVC/Hill consider that there are exceptional circumstance for the release of this land from
the green belt and its allocation for housing development. In their view this is true whether
the OAN is 800 per year, as they contend, or 690 per year as the Council proposes. They
base this view in particular on the sustainable location of the site, the moderate harm to the
green belt and the ability to minimise green belt harm through significant planting. The
RVC/Hill considers those factors represent exceptional circumstances irrespective of
whether the harm is considered to be “high” (as contended by WHBC), or moderate (as
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contended by RVC/Hill). In addition, the development will deliver economic benefits by
supporting investment in the facilities of the RVC enabling the RVC to remain a world leader
in veterinary medicine and science and support the LEP’s life sciences strategy which is key
to its Priority 1: Maintaining global excellence in science and technology.
The Council, based on the submitted OAN of 690 per year, no longer consider that this site
meets the exceptional circumstances test. With the exceptions referred to above, they do
not disagree with the benefits to development listed, but nevertheless would seek to avoid
the development of high harm green belt sites. They have promoted other green belt sites
with lower harm towards meeting the OAN.
Section 2 Potential site capacity
The Inspector sought views on the potential of the proposed site HS22 to increase capacity
above the 250 dwellings referred to within the submitted local plan. Two factors are to be
considered; an increase in the density of the site and the inclusion of additional land
between the site and the railway line. Appendix 1 to this report shows this additional land on
a plan. Both the allocation in the submitted Plan and the Additional Land are within the
ownership of the RVC.
The Council has responded to this Inspector request in a technical manner, but must
reiterate that they no longer support the allocation of HS22 and seek its removal through a
main modification. That being the case, they therefore do not support its expansion as
indicated below.
Both the allocation in the submitted Plan and the Additional Land adjoin Brookmans Park
railway station. They are in a sustainable location (RVC/Hill consider it to be highly
sustainable) where, given the proximity to public transport and services, somewhat higher
densities than currently proposed in the local plan could be appropriate.
Both areas of land fall within Parcel P65a of the Stage 3 Green Belt Study. Both sites fall
away towards Ray Brook. The impact of the Additional Land on Green Belt purposes is
considered to be the same as the allocation in the Submitted Plan. Note that there is
disagreement between the parties over what level of harm is caused.
The parties agree that the Inspector’s interim report states that were HS22 to be developed
then the additional land would perform a limited green belt purpose.
Both areas of land fall within Landscape Character Area 29 – Mimmshall Valley, and subarea 29c of the Welwyn Hatfield Landscape Sensitivity Assessment, Jul 2019 (EX156). The
impact of the Additional Land on landscape character is considered to be the same as the
allocation in the Submitted Plan.
The table in Appendix 2 summarises the promoter’s capacity assumptions, explained in
more detail below.
Promoter Assumptions: Area
HS22/BrP4 extends to c19.7 hectares.

The Additional Land is c4.82 Ha.

The RVC/Hill view is that greenfield sites of this nature would be typically developed with
60% to 65% of the site as the net developable area3, and 35% to 40% as site infrastructure4.
The table in Appendix 1 summarises RVC/Hill assessment of potential capacity for
3
4

Area comprising buildings, minor roads, gardens, parking, incidental open space,
Primary movement corridors, strategic open spaces, significant landscape buffers, SUDS, etc
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development both with and without a school and with/without the Additional Land. They are
based on assessment of potential net capacity and with varying densities across the site as
shown on Plans 1 to 4 of Appendix 2.
Promoter Assumptions: density
Density across the site would vary, with higher densities close to the Station and lower
densities at the edges of the sites to the south and west. Table 1 assesses potential
capacity for each area of land based on three average densities across each parcel.
Council Assumptions: density
For comparison, the Council use a slightly different approach to density, set out in the
HELAA methodology. This applies a 25 dwelling per hectare gross density to the site, but
excluding undevelopable land such as flood zone 2/3. By doing so, assumptions about net
developable area and net density are combined into one figure.
In the case of submitted HS22 the developable area (excluding floodplain and ancient
woodland buffer zone – see below) is 18.2 Ha indicating a potential capacity of 455. The
additional land has a developable area of 4.2 Ha, again excluding floodplain land, giving a
capacity of 105. The total capacity of 560 dwellings falls above the range calculated by the
site promoters. This disparity reflects the significant area of open space/landscaping
proposed along the Ray Brook valley and described above. The Council therefore concurs
with the estimate provided by RVC/Hill.
Other considerations
A 15m offset is required from Brick Kiln Wood. The Brick Kiln Wood boundary runs for 500m
along the western side of the allocation. The buffer zone required is therefore 0.75 ha (4%
of the site). The site area can comfortably accommodate the buffer as part of the site-wide
infrastructure.
HCC confirmed that, in principle, acceptable access arrangements could be provided onto
the public highway network in the vicinity of the site for the initial 250 dwelling site based on
a single vehicular access and it is understood that this holds true up to 300 dwellings. At
300 dwellings or more an additional access would be required, although this could be
available to emergency services only.
Further technical work is underway to confirm that highway capacity is available and
acceptable to the highway authority.
The educational impact of increasing the site capacity would be to require additional primary
school capacity beyond that proposed in the submitted plan. There is no capacity for the
existing primary school to expand by more than a half form entry (which is considered by
HCC to arise from 250 dwellings). Allocating additional dwellings on this site would need
this educational need to be met in another way. For primary education this would imply a
new school, either in addition to or replacing the existing.
Such a new educational strategy would need to consider the amount and distribution of
housing taken as a whole rather than delivering solutions on a site-by-site basis. Based on
HCC’s standard approach, for each 500 new dwellings a need for 1FE additional capacity is
generated. This is therefore more sensibly addressed in the context of the potential
additional sites to be considered at the next stage of examination hearings. Provision for a
new primary school could be made on this site. The RVC/Hill assessment of capacity is set
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out in Table 1 scenarios with and without a 2FE school on 2 ha of land. The Borough
Council would consult Hertfordshire County Council on the educational implications.
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Appendix 1 Plan of additional land
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Appendix 2 Potential Development Capacity

Table 1: RVC/Hill estimates of capacity
Net Area (Ha)
Low

Medium

Medium-High

Average DPH
HS22 with School
HS22 without School
Additional Land

30
3.36
4.28
0.61

35
5.7
6.77
0.64

Total with School
Total Without School

3.97
4.89

6.34
7.41
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Total

Low

40
2
2
0.69

11.06
13.05
1.94

30
101
128
18

2.69
2.69

13
14.99

119
147

Homes
MediumMedium
High
35
40
200
80
237
80
22
28
222
259

108
108

Total
380
445
68
449
514

Plan 1 – HS22 with school on site
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Plan 2 - HS22 without school on site
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Plan 3 - HS22, plus Additional Land, with school on site
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Plan 4 - HS22, plus Additional Land, without school on site
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