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59. BIRCHALL GARDEN SUBURB MASTERPLAN 
 

The Panel received the report of the Assistant Director (Planning). 
 
Several sites in the Welwyn Hatfield were required to be master-planned. 
Masterplans sought to provide a long-term strategy and framework that responded to 
needs and issues affecting an area, providing a clear steer on priorities and 
principles for new neighbourhoods and setting parameters for design proposals that 
could inform more detailed masterplans and planning applications. They were a 
material planning consideration in planning decisions relating to the particular sites 
for which they were prepared and were a reference tool and steer for the preparation 
of planning applications and design codes. They sought to ensure development did 
not take place in isolation and provided a vision for the overall development of a site.  
 
Birchall Garden Suburb was a large strategic site to the southwest of Welwyn 
Garden City, straddling the boundary between Welwyn Hatfield and East 
Hertfordshire. The area within East Hertfordshire was removed from the Green Belt 
and allocated for development in the East Hertfordshire District Plan (adopted in 
2018). The area within Welwyn Hatfield was proposed in the draft Local Plan for 
partial removal from the Green Belt and allocation for development; unlike the land in 
East Hertfordshire, some parts of the development within Welwyn Hatfield would 
remain in the Green Belt. All land in Welwyn Hatfield remained Green Belt until the 
adoption of the draft Local Plan. 
The Welwyn Hatfield Draft Local Plan and adopted East Hertfordshire District Plan 
2018 shared the same policy requirement for the production of a jointly prepared 
strategic masterplan document for Birchall Garden Suburb. The policy requirement 
was for 1950 homes to be delivered over the plan period: 600 in Welwyn Hatfield 
Borough and 1,350 in East Hertfordshire District which would be planned 
comprehensively to create a new community incorporating Garden City principles. 
The identified 600 homes in Welwyn Hatfield was a reduction from the 1,200 
proposed in the submitted Draft Local Plan (2016) as, through the Examination of the 
Draft Local Plan, the Inspector concluded that development on the area by the A414 
would be unsound. 
 
The policies for both Plans stated that a joint masterplan should be prepared setting 
out the quantum and distribution of land uses, access and sustainable transport 
measures, sustainable design and layout principles, the approach to character areas 
and site density, treatment of ecological and heritage assets including key views, the 
approach to land remediation, locations of Gypsy and Traveller sites, and phasing 
and delivery of infrastructure, mineral extraction and built development. 
 



The masterplan for Birchall Garden Suburb was included at Appendix A of the report 
and had been produced by consultants Allies and Morrison who were jointly 
commissioned by Welwyn Hatfield Borough Council (WHBC) and East Herts District 
Council (EHDC). The consultant team had worked closely with officers from both 
authorities, Hertfordshire County Council (HCC) and a number of other statutory and 
community stakeholders. A series of technical workshops had been held and a 
project steering group established which helped shape development of the 
masterplan. Design options were discussed and tested by the steering group, and 
development of the green corridor and incorporation of wider urban greening were a 
key consideration in the design process. Density of development across the site, 
sustainable design and construction, and addressing the impact of other onsite 
employment uses had also been explored in detail.  
 
In January 2023, the draft masterplan was presented and tested at the Hertfordshire 
Design Review Panel (an impartial, independent process) which provided 
constructive criticism that led to further design refinements.  
 
EHDC would consider endorsing the masterplan at its Executive meeting on 5 
September 2023, the same date that WHBC Cabinet would consider it. Endorsement 
by both authorities would enable the document to be used for development 
management purposes to help shape the future delivery of the site.     
 
Tarmac, the landowner, had submitted an outline planning application for 
development at Birchall Garden Suburb in June 2022. The submitted application was 
a proposal for an extension to Welwyn Garden City that extended into land that 
would remain in the Green Belt post adoption of the Welwyn Hatfield Local Plan. The 
masterplan which was the subject of this report reflected the policy position of 
Welwyn Hatfield following the conclusion of the hearing sessions. Tarmac had 
consistently raised concerns about the approach of the Inspector and the Council 
during the course of the examination and through the preparation of the masterplan. 
However a masterplan was not a prescriptive blueprint for development. It had 
always been intended that masterplans for strategic sites would be 
developer/landowner led, working in conjunction with others. However in this 
instance there had been disagreement between the two councils and Tarmac about 
the area of land to be master-planned, with the landowner wanting the inclusion of all 
of the area now subject to the planning application. Therefore the two councils 
funded the masterplan, reflecting the area of land already allocated in EHDC and 
proposed for allocation in WHBC.      
 
Members commented as below: 

 A Member noted that in 2017, the Environmental Health team had concluded 
that inclusion of the site would require contaminated land risk assessments 
and a robust mitigation strategy; he asked if that had taken place. Officers 
responded that through the Local Plan, the Inspector had robustly considered 
the site and was satisfied there were no major issues preventing development 
at Birchall Garden Suburb. At the planning application stage, further technical 
work would be required by the landowner to consider and identify any suitable 
mitigation works. The Member asked what would happen if the land was not 
suitable. Officers replied that a proportionate approach was needed at each 
stage of the process; the Planning Inspector was sufficiently satisfied the 



application was sound and could be included in the Local Plan. The next 
stage would involve more detailed work around contamination and other 
factors through a planning application process. 

 A Member asked whether, if the masterplan was to be adopted, it would carry 
substantial weight at Development Management Committee (DMC) and allow 
pushback, whether a Local Plan was in place or not. Officers replied that if the 
draft Local Plan was to fall away, the land would remain in the Green Belt; if it 
was adopted, it would identify and allocate an area of land for 600 homes and 
associated infrastructure. The Birchall Garden Suburb masterplan would be 
an important tool which would be a material consideration and the planning 
application would be assessed against it. The Inspector had identified 
concerns about development in the location due to the impact on the wider 
Green Belt, so one of the main modifications had been to reduce the 
boundary and just have 600 homes within the Local Plan. The landowner’s 
planning application still advocated the full Birchall Garden suburb area.   

 Clarity was sought about whether everything in the smaller area of land would 
remain in the Green Belt. Officers advised that unlike in EHDC, the Local Plan 
Inspector had been adamant that WHBC’s Geen Belt boundaries were tightly 
drawn around the built form of the development.     

 A Member noted concerns raised by the Central Herts Green Corridor group 
which had been sent to committee members and further noted concerns 
relating to the differing width of the green corridor in both authorities, 
biodiversity issues and the presence of barn owls, a protected species, as 
well as rare species. The Member asked whether there could be a risk 
assessment, costed mitigation strategy and viability assessment of the 600 
homes. Officers said it was a challenge to strike a balance between 
competing factors; one of the roles of the masterplan was to consider the 
issues and strike an appropriate balance. The green corridor that ran through 
the garden suburb varied in width and came to a narrow point within WHBC; if 
it was to be wider as it was within EHDC, then only two thirds of the number of 
homes in the WHBC area could be achieved. The consultants had looked at 
this closely as part of the masterplan preparation. These issues had been 
discussed at length through the local planning examination and the Local Plan 
Inspector’s conclusion was that development of this scale subject to the width 
of the buffer was sound. Detailed considerations of ecology, contamination 
and other matters would be considered via the planning application process; 
they had been considered through the plan-making process by the Inspector.  

 A Member commented on the impact of dumped clutter on and around the 
Commons nature reserve as a result of the housing development and urged 
councillors and officers to walk round the area and see the impact of the 
development before saying a wider green corridor in the area was not 
feasible.  

 Responding to a question about what would happen if either EHDC or WHBC 
did not endorse the masterplan, officers said another way of looking at it was 
to think about what would happen if the masterplan went away; the Council 
would lack work that had agreed a series of principles on good place-making 
that should inform the next stage of development and would be unable to use 
it as a tool to assess a planning application. A Member asked what this would 
mean in terms of potential additional homes in the WHBC area and officers 
replied that the landowner already had an application in for 1,200 homes. 



There was a policy requirement in the emerging Local Plan for a masterplan 
to be prepared for the site.  

 A Member sought clarity as to whether if the masterplan was approved but the 
Local Plan was to fall away, it would be a consideration at DMC. Officers said 
it would remain a material consideration but the weight afforded to it would be 
commensurately less as the site would not have been allocated through the 
Local Plan process; the principle of how a planning application would be 
considered would be different as the site would remain in the Green Belt.         

 A Member reflected that the masterplan gave both councils an additional 
policy hook to hold the developer to a maximum housing level and therefore 
supported the masterplan although he caveated that with the expectation that 
issues that biodiversity, contamination etc would be considered in much more 
detail during the planning process.  

 A Member asked about WHBC’s position on affordability given the developer 
had suggested the reduced number of homes would have an impact on the 
delivery of social housing, and asked whether calculations of affordability 
should be done across the site. While he was aware affordability would be 
impacted by contamination, it needed to be very significant before it became 
unmitigable. Officers said infrastructure did not really acknowledge 
administrative boundaries and what was being considered was the garden 
suburb as a whole.                   

 A Member asked whether the masterplan needed to evolve to produce a 
southern branch of the green corridor to the River Lea area in order to link 
blue and green infrastructure to make a coherent network. Officers said the 
masterplan flagged a series of principles and was limited to the boundary of 
where the development would take place; looking at widening the corridor 
would probably form part of the Local Plan.       

 A question was asked about whether the developer could be required to do 
work on the width of the green corridor, contamination etc. Thames Water 
was concerned that the existing foul water network infrastructure might not be 
able to accommodate the proposed development and there were concerns 
about sewage potentially flooding homes or rivers. Officers responded that 
Thames Water would need to know what the detail was in order to consider 
necessary mitigation; the masterplan was not a prescriptive exercise and 
sought to establish good urban design principles that could be worked up in 
detail. Thames Water would form part of the statutory consultees when 
looking at details of planning applications. 

 

RESOLVED: 
(unanimous) 
Cabinet Planning and Parking Panel (CPPP) recommended to Cabinet that the 
Birchall Garden Suburb Masterplan, as detailed in Appendix A, be agreed as a 
material consideration for Development Management purposes. 
 
 

 

 

The reports of the Cabinet Planning and Parking Panel can be viewed in full here: 

https://democracy.welhat.gov.uk/documents/g1641/Public%20reports%20pack%2017th-

Aug-2023%2019.30%20Cabinet%20Planning%20and%20Parking%20Panel.pdf?T=10   

https://democracy.welhat.gov.uk/documents/g1641/Public%20reports%20pack%2017th-Aug-2023%2019.30%20Cabinet%20Planning%20and%20Parking%20Panel.pdf?T=10
https://democracy.welhat.gov.uk/documents/g1641/Public%20reports%20pack%2017th-Aug-2023%2019.30%20Cabinet%20Planning%20and%20Parking%20Panel.pdf?T=10

