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Operation Balsam
Back in 2009, a major new development called 
Salisbury Village, built on the site of British 
Aerospace in Hatfield, was completed. Businesses 
and residents moved in and the University of 
Hertfordshire opened its new campus there. 
Unfortunately there were some teething problems 
including noise, rubbish and anti-social behaviour. 

Many of the large houses were occupied 
by students – the new and well-appointed 
accommodation so close to the campus made 
student lets extremely popular and viable. This also 
made for a unique situation of clashing lifestyles: 
professionals, families and students. As a result 
we saw a rise in noise complaints to the police and 
council in this area.

So, a partnership focussed on addressing the 
problem, POP (Problem-Orientated Partnership) 
was set up to include the council, Hertfordshire 
Police and the University of Hertfordshire, and 
chaired by the local neighbourhood police officer. 
The aim was to reduce the number of complaints in 
that defined geographical area and to improve the 
quality of life for all residents.

The Environmental Health Officer took this 
opportunity to initiate a new bespoke noise service, 
called Operation Balsam, as a partnership initiative. 
This provided a nightly noise call-out service for three 

weeks at the end and start of the university term 
(May and September) when noise issues are at their 
peak. The new initiative would operate throughout 
the borough, but would prioritise calls from the 
Salisbury Village area. Any resident was able to call 
between 10pm and 3am and two officers would visit, 
witness the noise and speak to all involved. If the 
noise makers did not respond to the request then 
formal action could be taken. 

This worked in tandem with increased police patrols 
for the night time period. It is a truly shared service 
that is still going strong today. The university funds 
this service in full, the council provides statutorily 
authorised noise officers and the police provide the 
vehicles. Calls from residents go through the council 
and police force control rooms.

 
Our key aims:
<  to reduce the number of complaints about noise 

in the borough, but with an emphasis on the 
hotspot of Salisbury Village

<  to improve the quality of life for residents 
affected by noise nuisance through a multi-
agency response

<  to get the right outcome through education  
and mediation rather than enforcement, 
wherever possible. 

Introduction 
Financial pressures over the last 
few years have made it increasingly 
difficult to continue delivering 
high quality services with fewer 
resources. However, our multi-
agency collaboration on Operation 
Balsam, our additional noise 
nuisance service, has meant we can 
deliver a life changing service that 
tackles anti-social behaviour head 
on, and within budget. 
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Challenges
It was important that we went about the task to 
reduce the number of noise complaints in a way 
that was robust yet appropriate to each situation. 
This meant resolving many of the disturbances 
through careful mediation. Sometimes though, 
as a last resort, enforcement action has been 
necessary, including follow-up work and monitoring 
on a longer term basis to resolve more severe and 
ongoing noise and anti-social behaviour complaints.

It was also vital that residents were aware of 
the service in the first place, so that they felt 
(and still feel) well supported. Consequently, this 
operation is nightly rather than weekly. (This 
service is in addition to Operation Reprise, which 
the council leads on and which runs on Friday and 
Saturday nights throughout the year.)

 
Working collaboratively
When Operation Balsam is on, residents’ calls 
are handled by the council’s Emergency Repairs 
Control team, as well as at the Police Control 
Centre. All noise and anti-social behaviour 
complaints are responded to but complaints 
regarding students are prioritised. The police 
provide the vehicles and manpower support to 
staff as we work with them in a marked car.

The police also provide personal safety advice to 
the students during these visits and we make the 
most of direct contact to build up a relationship 
and a rapport with them.

The reactive call outs provide direct evidence used 
for any remedial action. We are set up to seize noise 
equipment as a sanction, which we have done when 
absolutely necessary, on a few occasions. 

Evidence and intelligence sharing between the 
council and police is a big part of the success of 
the partnership and also its smooth running. 
Environmental Health also share the information 
with the university and where absolutely 
necessary, take part in their disciplinary procedure. 

 

Community  
engagement
An aim of the 
operation was always 
to make it clear to 
students (as well 
as other residents) 
that reasonable 
standards of 
behaviour, including 
noise levels, where 
they are living are 
expected. But it was 
also about providing 
positive messages to young people that we are 

there to provide support and advice 
about personal safety, housing and 
security, too. Every September at the 
university’s Fresher’s’ Fair, officers 
from the team are on hand to talk to 
students about these issues and answer 
any questions.

We actively promote the service using 
social media, the local newspaper 
and radio station, and the front of 
the council website. Over recent years 
Operation Balsam has evolved into a 
more holistic approach. We attend the 
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University Community Liaison Forum, which is a 
regular evening event giving residents a chance 
to raise their concerns and discuss solutions. We 
also attend the University Housing Fair where 
we provide advice and support on how to live 
harmoniously in the community and how to 
access council services. We take part in house 
visits with the University Student Support  
Team at the start of term, and the students  
are provided with a package of support and 
advice when spoken to about their noise levels. 
This is followed up with an enforcement  
strategy if there are adverse impacts on the 
community. 

Every time Operation Balsam is about to start, 
a preparation meeting takes place between the 
three agencies to ensure it is joined up and runs 
smoothly. A briefing is given to all staff involved 
in the operation, along with a risk assessment 
and an operational order to ensure we work 
consistently and effectively. 

At the end of the first of the two week periods in 
which Operation Balsam is on, in June, a debrief is 
held where the three organisations come together 
to share experiences and analyse what could be 
improved. Data is also shared (securely) between 
the agencies. All this has helped us to work 
collaboratively and effectively over the years.

The guiding principles of the operation also tally 
with our council priorities: 

<  Maintaining a safe and healthy community

<  Engaging with our communities.

And values:

<  Respect – equal respect given to all our 
residents whatever their age

<  Fairness - in dealing with both their  
complaints and differing points of view, an 
even-handed and calm approach to all sides  
is adopted.
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Good outcomes
Since the introduction of this service we have seen a 
significant reduction in complaints of noise nuisance  
and anti-social behaviour in the Salisbury Village area, 
which was the catalyst for the operation being set up.   
At the start of the operation we worked over a three week 
period, but now, due to its success, we have reduced the 
time period to between a week and two weeks. 

In addition, there is now only the need for one 
Environmental Health Officer, instead of the two that 
were part of the team at the beginning.

There has also been excellent verbal feedback from 
residents through the University Community Liaison 
Forum to say that the service has made that area in 
particular much quieter during those periods of the 
year and has made a real difference to residents’ lives. 

So much so, noise issues no longer even feature on the 
agenda for those meetings.

Since 2012, calls to complain about 

noise nuisance during Operation 

Balsam have reduced by 50%.

And the service has also had a 

wider positive impact, with calls 

about noise nuisance on a Friday 

and Saturday night reducing from 

nearly 500 at their peak in 2010 

to 240 last year. 

“We’re so pleased to have this service and can hear the 
relief in people’s voices when we tell them that council 
officers will be round to investigate and support them.

“It does make a real difference to their lives and helps us 
to focus and prioritise our resources more effectively.”

Herts Police force control room




