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WELWYN GARDEN CITY SOCIETY 
Newsletter 

April 2016 
www.wgcsoc.org.uk 

Dear Member 
 

This newsletter focuses on the Estate Management Scheme (EMS). 

 

We are very conscious that we have written to you on this subject for very many years, explaining from time 

to time the issues that the Borough Council is seeking to manage or, regrettably and too frequently, not 

manage.  Indeed, in our last newsletter we highlighted where the Borough Council’s thinking had reached. 

 

We also highlighted the strange affair of the eleven councillors who live within the EMS area but who had 

been advised that they should neither be present at discussions on the EMS review nor vote at any council 

meetings on this issue.  They were further advised that if they did not take heed of this advice then they may 

liable to criminal prosecution.  We had to write to the Welwyn Hatfield Times on three separate occasions, 

saying that this was very undemocratic; and we also took it up with Grant Shapps MP, who also wrote to the 

Minister of Communities and Local Government asking for some sort of intervention. 

 

We are delighted to say that all this effort has resulted in a complete change of tack by the Borough Council 

which has agreed to issue a dispensation to all affected councillors: they may now take part in debates and 

fully represent their wards on the matter.  It smacks of an ill-conceived attempt to silence those very 

councillors who might just know something about the subject. 

 

Once again, it demonstrates that determined action can be successful if it is effectively pushed forward by the 

Society and its members, as well as residents. 

 

So on a note of success:  read on. 
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۩ May local elections 
 

You will know that Borough elections are to be held on 5 May, but it is worth reminding you that although it 

is more normal for one third of councillors to offer themselves for re-election every year, this year, because of 

boundary changes within wards, every position has to be voted for.  This is a rare chance to ask some 

searching questions of any candidate on how they see the future of the ‘garden city’ within the Borough.  It is 

an opportunity to ensure that your views are carried to prospective councillors in as strong a form as you think 

appropriate.  Hopefully, this newsletter will provide you with some ideas and give you some specific issues to 

raise with anyone who comes to your door asking for your vote. 

 

So please remember that your vote is valuable and the pressure you apply on candidates can help bring change 

for greater effectiveness on all EMS matters by the Borough Council. 

 

So what are the issues? 
 

One overriding issue that is constantly repeated is how wise the Borough Council has been with your money 

over the past seven years - the period that it has frozen its 13% share of the total council tax demand.  This 

may well be true but at the same time we have seen massive amounts of capital seemingly wasted on issues 

such as: 

 

1. The King George V Playing Fields (KGV) debacle: lack of consultation led to the expenditure of 

some £200,000 on new playing fields that can no longer be used, thanks to a court order.  Another 

£250,000 to relocate the playing fields was budgeted. 

 

2. The High Ropes disaster: it cost some £500,000 to build but remains unused and out of commission 

pending a court hearing following an accident immediately prior to opening.  We imagine more 

moneys would have to be thrown at it if it is finally commissioned, as it has done no more than stand 

open to the elements since the time it was built.  There seems to have been no attempt to place the 

ropes and other fittings in some place where they are less likely to deteriorate. 

 

A further £1,585,340 had been budgeted for the current year and another £376,000 in 2016/17 to 

complete the Splashlands replacement.  It did not happen and, if it ever does, it will be over seventeen 

years after the original swimming pool and play area were shut.  It really does make you wonder.  

 

In the meantime, Finesse Leisure, as the operator of the High Ropes facility, is due to answer to the 

court for the incident.  We have covered the situation in past newsletters almost ad nauseam.  Our 

May 2014 newsletter, which summarised the situation, is shown below: 

 

“We now learn that the Council is taking its own creation, Finesse, along with its building contractor 

to court over the accident that took place immediately prior to the scheduled opening of the High 

Ropes project.  We make no comments on the merit or otherwise of the case but if Finesse gets fined, 

who is to pay the bill - presumably the Council?  How absurd is that?  If the Council is seeking to 

distance itself from Finesse yet again, it barely seems credible.  Where was the councillor scrutiny of 

the Finesse management structure which one assumes was supposed to be in control of the High 

Ropes project and its operation?  Again, there were two councillors on the Finesse Board throughout 

the period.  What were they doing?” 

 

3. The Council office extension: we remain sceptical of the entire project.  Will it be sufficient for the 

longer term?  In particular, if central government imposes still more duties on local authorities, then 

there is no room for expansion.  It remains to be seen, therefore, if this extension is a strategic 

blunder.  

 

Part of the new building is now operational but the Council chamber itself is yet to be completed.  

Why is this taking so long?   
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Our perception is that, whereas there is a significant focus on current expenditure, it is leading to massive 

waste of moneys on the capital account.  Had moneys been set aside for full consultation on the KGV, the 

current situation might never have come about.  Equally, had fuller and better training been provided to those 

working on the High Ropes project, the accident may well have been avoided.  So, but for a halfpenny of tar, 

the ship has been lost…as the saying goes. 

 

In the case of the Council office extension, we hope that the basic analysis of the Council’s needs have not 

been compromised by the political pressure to complete the project as the Cabinet wished.  You will recall 

that the project was pushed through without any public consultation and without any debate taking place, 

despite a significant petition well in excess of the minimum requirement to obtain a full debate by the Council.  

None of this reflects well on the Council. 

 

Role of councillors 
 

We remain concerned that councillors fail to hold their colleagues to account on issues such as KGV, High 

Ropes and the Council offices.  Regrettably, it means that in order to be effective, too many councillors need 

to step out of the ‘party line’ and stand up for their wards and the greater good of the Borough as a whole, by 

looking more closely at what they are being told.  This is difficult, as it means incurring the wrath of the 

Leadership and, at worst, being thrown off committees, which has financial consequences for those that chair 

them. 

 

It has everything to do with party politics where the obvious and sensible approach often gets lost in any 

number of other issues that frankly are not material to the town.  It is unsatisfactory for residents as it does not 

ensure that the best course of action is always taken. 

 

These are legitimate issues that you can put to all prospective councillors.  You need to assess your various 

candidates to ensure that your interests will be fully safeguarded. 

 

Where are we on EMS now? 

 

If you look at our newsletter of May 2014 you will see that the Society extracted a statement from the Council 

Leadership as follows: 

 

“Welwyn Garden City is famous throughout the world.  At a time when the concept of garden cities is being 

discussed nationally I believe it is important that we start to look again at the management scheme to see 

whether we can improve its effectiveness in order to maintain and improve the town. To that end I have asked 

officers to start planning the review over the next few months, and that is all that has happened at this stage.  

Clearly there will need to be further discussion and consultation at the appropriate time.  We all want a town 

which is fit for modern living but where the garden city ethos is as strong as ever.  It is disappointing that 

neither Councillor Skottowe nor the WGC Society saw fit to contact me once the ‘rumours’ about killing off 

the management scheme started to circulate.” 

 

It is our intention to hold the Leadership to that commitment.  Unfortunately, progress has been very slow 

since then.  It does not match the statement of intent from the Leader. 

 

Further editions of the newsletter in October 2014, July 2015 and again in February 2016 continued to bring 

you up to speed on what was taking place.  Our comments followed various meetings with officers that have 

taken place from time to time.   

 

The committee decided to review more closely the report to the Cabinet submitted in July 2015 which 

advocated abandoning EMS in favour of some more ‘efficient’ method.  The committee was and still is far 

from comfortable with this approach.  The committee concluded that this document was not at all satisfactory 

and really needed to be substantially reviewed, as there was any number of loose ends that had not been tied 

down.  Indeed, we felt that the original report had been changed so much that the proposal as it stood would 

have little chance of success.  
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To make the position clear, if that proposal had gone forward to implementation, your committee would have 

felt obliged to oppose it when the revised arrangements were presented to the Property Chamber of the First-

Tier Tribunal - successor to the High Court that now deals with these issues – as this body would have to 

ratify any changes for the future.  If the Society presented its case to that Court, the Council would find it very 

difficult to succeed and the Council would be liable to incur a very significant increase in costs. 

 

Your committee has had to obtain expensive legal advice to confirm its understanding of what was being 

proposed.  We hope that members will understand that they cannot be made privy to that advice since it could 

adversely affect the Society’s negotiating position.  The committee believes its position is sound and it also 

believes that it is in the Council’s interests, as well as that of all Borough residents, to work together to find a 

mutually satisfactory outcome. 

 

In all likelihood, the need for further legal advice will continue as committee members are not able to rely on 

the legal opinions of those advising the Council.   

 

What does the Society want? 

 

We have decided that we no longer accept the recurring refrain of “We have no money”, as an excuse for 

failing to address the issue of the EMS.  We do not think it is only a question of funding; it is a wider issue.  

The fact is that this same tedious refrain has been repeated even when the Council has been flush with cash 

and could afford any number of questionable projects. 

 

Put another way: “Are we really prepared to see this garden city go to the dogs because our Borough Council 

could not find the cash to manage the place properly?  In the same way, are we really saying that we are going 

to go through another EMS review only to see it fail subsequently?  One would hope that the Council has 

learned from its previous experience. 

 

We have indicated to the Council that the issues they face are essentially ones of management rather than, as 

some councillors have sought to put it, a legal issue.  One councillor who should know better, has stated that 

the “EMS is not fit for purpose”.  If this is repeated during these forthcoming elections, it is incumbent on all 

members to rebut this as it is reducing the issue to one of mere party politics…and IT MISSES THE POINT. 

 

If you look back at the reasons why the last review of EMS in 2008/2009 failed, it is clear that this happened 

because of actions and inaction by the Council and a lack of drive to make things happen.  We wrote on this in 

our May 2014 newsletter and it is written below: 

 

“With the full support of this Society, the EMS was brought up to date and agreed by the Council on 7 

October 2008.  New documentation was prepared and it was all based on specific actions by the Council 

which had committed to ensure the scheme would be managed properly henceforward. 

 

Essentially, the plan envisaged the following: 

 

1. Refresh and re-launch 

2. A budget would support the EMS  

3. There would be effective enforcement 

4. The profile of EMS would be raised 

5. EMS would be promoted. 

 

That is what the Society was told.  The words used in support of the Council’s action were that “a line in the 

sand” would be drawn on past errors, and residents could look forward to better management of the scheme in 

the future. 

 

What happened? 

 

After the re-launch early in the following year, the Society found it very difficult to find out exactly what was 

taking place in terms of action and, despite repeated reassuring statements, it was far from evident over the 
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following few years that anything had changed.  Out of the blue in March 2012, without any notice or 

consultation with anybody, a new body, an Estate Management Appeals Panel (EMAP), was set up by the 

Council to deal with appeals against decisions taken by officers on EMS matters.  The Society had earlier 

submitted its views as to how an appeal body should be constituted, but no regard was taken of that input: it 

remains a group of local politicians simply doing their best and, specifically, they do not have access to 

properly independent professional advice which, in our view, is essential. 

 

We then learned that there was a backlog of outstanding enforcement cases, many of which have been allowed 

through due to the time delays involved.  It is difficult to be certain how many outstanding cases there are or, 

indeed, whether any cases have now been enforced. 

 

What is alarming is the attitude and actions of the Chairman of the EMAP, Councillor Jon Beckerman.  He 

seems to think that when there is an equality of votes on the Panel, voting against the officers’ 

recommendations is in order, when actually it is creating still more inconsistency in managing the scheme.  

We think that his actions have certainly contributed to the view that the Council wants to kill off the scheme.  

Furthermore, the Society has now learned that officers have been tasked to report on the future of the scheme; 

and we would hope and expect that the Society and residents will be properly consulted on the matter.  We 

think that this is essential. 

 

The EMS has been the mechanism that has ensured that the town has retained its own identity amid an ocean 

of ‘cloned’ towns up and down the country.  This identity is the most important point of ‘differentiation’ that 

the town can offer if it is ever to re-energise the town centre.  Any scheme which is intended to ensure that our 

unique identity is maintained has to be properly managed and enforced. 

 

What is now certain is that residents of the town are entitled to ask some challenging questions about the 

future of the EMS in the forthcoming local election.  They will need to see real determination and action from 

the Council and rather than fine words from any election candidate.  They will want to see genuine support for 

the residents of the town from its Council after effective consultation with them.” 

 

We stand by these earlier remarks as they are still relevant today. 

 

Looking at matters still more closely, however, we find that all reports on the future of EMS made to the 

EMAP have been verbal rather than in writing, and nowhere is it publicly recorded exactly what actions have 

been undertaken on EMS enforcement, so whatever the Council has or has not done lies buried and that is 

very unsatisfactory.  The Council has been used to dealing with these issues as legal ones and they were, 

therefore, discussed in secret.  

 

We also learn that in fact the EMAP was not entitled to discuss the future of the scheme at all, since this was 

not part of its brief.  That also seems unsatisfactory, as the Panel commissioned the review as the scheme they 

were seeking to deal with was increasingly full of loopholes thanks to previous mismanagement and in part 

thanks to its own decisions. 

 

In short, as you look at how the last review was implemented, it carries all the hallmarks of maladministration 

on a grand scale. 

 

So we have said that if the Council wishes to resolve this issue for the future, they have to manage the review 

process and implementation substantially differently, whatever legal route is deemed the best way forward.  

We have put this in writing to the Council, as follows: 

 

“We were asked to tell the Council what we wanted to see happen over EMS. 

 

Our view is that the issue is not a mere legal issue.  We think the failure of the last review was caused by 

multiple contributing factors and these have to be avoided if the Council wishes to resolve the issue once and 

for all. 
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We would like to see the following: 

 

• An agreed legal framework 

• Responsibility for the estate defined 

• Clarity of intent and scope of the scheme 

• Integrating the conservation areas and EMS into one coherent domain where possible 

• The creation and use of design guides to set the standards of design 

• Clear enforcement          

• An agreed appeals process and panel with independent input 

• A budget 

• Proper and periodic publicity 

• An agreed strategic direction for future years 

• All written into the Local Plan.  

 

The Society could not accept any revised arrangements whereby EMS could be varied at will by the Council. 

 

That said, the Society is very supportive of a real effort to finally put this entire matter on a sound footing as it 

is now clear that the Council has a serious problem on its hands that has to be put right.” 

 

We have had two meetings with the Council around these issues and, unsurprisingly, the next meeting is 

unlikely to be held until after the local elections. 

 

Next step 

 
It is incumbent on residents to ask all prospective councillors to  

 

(a) Represent their wards (even if it does mean disagreeing with their leader’s views at times) 

(b) Push for rapid action by the Borough Council to rectify the deficiencies it has brought upon the EMS 

(c) Explain exactly what they are proposing to do to improve the EMS 

(d) Report back to residents what work is actually taking place on EMS 

 

It is vital that you tell your councillor how important EMS is to you and that you wish to see it 

strengthened and not watered down. 
 

۩ Garden City Lecture 

 
Finally, on a completely different subject, the next Garden City Lecture will take place at the Focolare Centre 

on Monday 27 June 2016.  I am sure you will want to put this event in your diaries and further details on 

booking, etc will be published later. 
  
۩ As always, we would be pleased to receive article suggestions accompanied by relevant photos, and any 

thoughts or observations on this newsletter and/or the issues within would also be appreciated.  You can get in 

touch with the newsletter coordinator, Sheila O’Reilly, by email on sboreilly47@gmail.com or by telephone 

on 01707 324272.  Alternatively, you can go online and approach the Society via the website (given at the top 

of page one) and the relevant person will get back to you.  


