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Dear Member 

 
We are sorry that we have been unable to issue a newsletter any earlier.  It is not because there is no news, but 

simply, on this occasion, life just got in the way.  However, we hope to make up for the delay with a larger 

issue than normal. 

  

You will also see that a great deal has been undertaken by the committee members since the last newsletter 

and we now have some free moments to tell you all about what has been going on from our perspective and 

comment on a number of issues, explaining their background. 

 

Enjoy the read. 

 

 
 

۩  Mayor Lynn Sparks and the Society  

Members may be aware that the Mayor, Lynn Sparks, was diagnosed with a rare form of incurable cancer in 

late January and has since died.  Committee members found her to be helpful, supportive and very friendly in 

all their dealings with her and we would like to send our condolences to her family. 



Lynn Sparks served as Deputy Mayor twice and once before as Mayor in 2015-2016.  She was a tireless 

supporter of local charities, including the Isabel Hospice, Herts Young Homeless, Hatfield Night Shelter and 

Resolve.  The community owes her its thanks.  Amongst our local politicians, it is noteworthy that some of the 

warmest tributes come from those in opposing parties; that alone tells a story.  As you know, committee 

members from time to time promote the Society at various events where they seek to attract more members.  

The attached photograph shows Lynn Sparks with three members of the committee, Will Davis (Chairman), 

Steve Bensley (Secretary) and Elahe Taylor (committee member) at a recent heritage event in the Howard 

Centre just before Christmas. 

۩  The Draft Local Plan 

 
We covered this in our last newsletter.  Since then, the matter has rumbled on in the background with only 

occasional bits of interest surfacing in the news.  Most residents have simply switched off because the matter 

has been going on for so long now that many have given up on the issues that it raised.  This is not surprising 

and one could add, cynically perhaps, that this is what any state bureaucracy actually wants.  However, the 

Society has continued to stick in there and we believe we are having some effect.  This is the way the Society 

views it and we explain what we have been doing. 

 

Members may recall that our focus has been on Birchall Garden Suburb which is where the old rubbish dump 

is located on the south east of the town, to the north and west of the A414 as it turns towards Hertford by the 

‘traveller’ roundabout not far from Essendon.  Again, members may recall that the Society published a series 

of reports headed What lies beneath? seeking to draw out from the local community what facts and 

information it had relating to this landfill site.  This brought forth a number of people, each with their own 

story to tell, who could just throw a little more light on the area. 

In looking at the evidence supplied by consultants acting for the developer, Tarmac, we were struck by their 

statement that a large area where houses were to be built was cited as agricultural land that had never been dug 

for sand or gravel.  This contrasted with their accompanying map which showed that same area marked as a 

‘Filled Area’.  The significance of this is that Tarmac and the Borough Council had made statements to the 

effect that no houses would be built on land which had been dug and subsequently filled.  This is important for 

two reasons.  Houses cannot be built on land which has been dug unless special steps are taken to ensure the 

foundations are properly designed and engineered.  Apart from this, it is important to know what any filled 

area was filled with as this has a bearing on what remedial work may have to be done. 

Apart from these issues, land very close by a landfill tip must be suitably insulated from the gases that seep 

out as the material deposited there degrades over time.  These gases are potentially hazardous to humans as 

well as animals.  Again, the consultants acting for the developers had reported that any remedial measures that 

they would have to consider would be minimal and would not compromise the financial viability of the 

development.  The Borough Council seemed to accept these reports as firm evidence that all would be fine.  

Moreover, the East Herts District Council also seemed to endorse the findings of our own local Borough 

Council.  By contrast, the Society was sceptical that these key reports had been seriously scrutunised by our 

Borough Council, let alone understood.  It is clear that even these developer funded reports reported findings 

of Asbestos, PCBs and other toxins on the site.  The landowner claims all of this can be mitigated against but 

doesn’t seem to offering any details as to how. 

The Council’s own Environmental Health Officer confirmed that in his opinion the site was capable of being 

remediated but only after a lot more work had been undertaken on the gas emissions and satisfactory reporting 

of the leachate that emanates from the landfill area. 



In the meantime, further research by the Society was confirming our fears as we discovered maps, planning 

permissions, schemes of working, aerial photographs and other evidence that suggested the areas we had 

indicated had been extracted for gravel and sand and had been filled.  The Society also collected evidence 

from people who had lived in the area at the time who confirmed our findings. 

This was all communicated to the Council in a letter dated 25 October of last year and which can be found 

here:  

http://bit.do/bgsletter  

This letter is important as it sets out all the evidence the Society has found.  Its summary sets out the position 

as the Society sees it. 

Our research suggests that the Council has been presented with information that is incorrect which, in our 

view, should have been identified early in the planning process.  We go on to say the site should never have 

been included as one that is appropriate for housing. 

  

Central government now accepts there is an increased risk of low birth weight deliveries to mothers living 

close to landfill sites.  We cited the reference where this is to be found.  For these health reasons alone and, as 

central government has signed up to the ‘Precautionary Principle’, we believe that this development should be 

withdrawn from the Draft Local Plan. 

Evidence supplied to the Council makes the claim that housing is to be built on ‘virgin land’.  We disputed 

that, and suggested that much of the developer’s supporting evidence supports our point of view.  We were 

able to refer to copies of planning submissions, approvals given, work specifications, relevant maps, aerial 

photographs and testimony from local residents that suggest the consultants’ reports for the developer is 

incorrect as regards their claim. 

In our view, reports submitted to the Council as to the safety of the site are deeply flawed, inadequate and, by 

its own admission, partly complete.  They fail to identify both one authorised tip and another that was 

unauthorised.  They fail to give any explanation as to how a large area marked ‘Filled area 250m buffer 

45.0ha’ on its own map is reconcilable against its claim to be building on ‘virgin’ land.     

There are indications that the capping of the main landfill site is inadequate and likely to be incomplete.  

Should further capping be required as the Environmental Agency (EA) seems to imply, then the leachate and 

gas flows are likely to alter, requiring a lot more data collection over time before coming to any conclusion as 

to the safety of the site. 

  



That letter, together with all our further evidence was then submitted to the Inspector.  This and many other 

submissions was the subject of the inspection hearing on 30 January in the Council Chamber here in Welwyn 

Garden City. 

There were two inspectors involved as the proposed development straddles the boundary between our own 

Borough Council and East Herts District Council.  This hearing took all day but, as things currently stand, the 

outcome is less than clear.  We can draw certain conclusions from the hearing which we set out below, but it 

is clear that there is a lot more to be done before we know what the shape of any development might look like 

to the south east of the town. 

The most telling truth from the hearing was that our own Borough Council was reliant on Tarmac for facts and 

evidence.  Time and time again the inspectors had to ask the Council what its opinion was and were reminded 

on frequent occasions that the Draft Local Plan belonged to the borough and not to Tarmac.  It was also 

evident that the East Herts District Council was much better prepared and presented its case well in contrast to 

our own council.  For residents present, it was somewhat embarrassing. 

A significant factor in some of the later exchanges that took place between the inspectors and lawyers centred 

on a Freedom of Information request submitted by the Society in late December to the Council as no 

meaningful response had been made to our October letter.  We wanted information about what action the 

Council had undertaken in connection with its statutory duties relating to land that it knew to be contaminated.  

The Council released its reply the day before the hearing.  This was unwise as it annoyed many participants 

who had not had time to study it in detail.  On examination it was apparent that key appendices referenced in 

its FOI response documents had not been released, and still haven’t as far as we know.  When pressed by the 

Inspector, the QC for the Council stated that it  was considering whether it would be appropriate to release the 

information or not, and that it was entitled to withhold certain documents if it was not relevant to the 

inspection.  This led to audible gasps from those present and it did the Council’s case no good at all.  The 

main documents it did release in response to our FOI request was headed ‘Local Plan 

Examination…Environmental Health Position Statement’ dated 24 October 2017.  This document was only 

released to the public and uploaded to WHBC Local Plan evidence library online on 19 January 2018 

following our FOI request.  It is a key document, but would it ever have appeared if we had not made our FOI 

request? 

For those who want to see what transpired, the whole of the proceedings can be seen on the Council’s web site 

here: http://welwyn.nucast.live/300118 

Needless to say, the Society is pursuing this issue and the matter may yet go forward under appeal to the 

Data Commissioner. 

 

The current position is that the Inspector for this Borough has reserved unto himself any decision as regards 

the future of the landfill area.  He has to determine if this alone is, in his words, a ‘showstopper’.  There will 

be a marked reluctance for him to do this as it would mean that the past four or maybe more years’ work by 

our Council will be at risk and the entire process might have to start all over again.  Nevertheless, the 

Council’s behaviour at the hearing will no doubt have led him to conclude there is more material that he needs 

sight of before he makes any coherent decision on the matter.  Other suggestions made to the two councils 

were that any development would have to be cut back to ensure that the landscape along the A414 was not 

harmed and its rural feel maintained. The northern part of the site, which falls under the control of the East 

Herts District Council, was directed to be set closer to the town.  All this explains our earlier comment that the 

outcome was ‘less than clear’ as the Council clearly has to come back with revised plans for the site. 

  



  

۩  After the Hearing 

After the hearing, Malcolm Day, one of the team representing the Society, wrote to the Inspectors drawing 

their attention to the importance of the landfill tip since, as the Inspector was reserving his position until a 

later date, the matter had not been properly discussed: 

‘Dear Sir and Madam  

I woke up this morning still cogitating yesterday’s Joint Hearing.  I must congratulate you both on conducting 

a most illuminating session.  But I was left with a sinking feeling that the overarching presence of the tip was 

somewhat under discussed.  It was discussed at the end of the session but I think, by then, there was a sense of 

information overload.  People were tiring: I know I was.  But you said we could write to you - hence this 

letter. 

 

At a time of health & safety directives and of risk 

assessment analyses it did seem somewhat 

incongruous to be discussing the building of over 

2000 houses and three schools in such an 

environment and apparently downplaying the 

prime concern, the content and possible effects of 

the presence on site of an extremely large waste 

dump containing we know not what.  

One has visions of school children in the villages, not being allowed in the playgrounds when icy for fear of 

falling over, or of playing conkers in the autumn because they might bruise themselves or others.  But being 

allowed to play outside and to roam over the surrounding countryside, to dam the little streams and dig holes 

without a care in the world over an area which, the session confirmed, had not been properly surveyed or 

analysed (your Issue 45) is in a different league altogether. 

Ecology, noise, view lines, transport, minerals, water and sewage were all discussed at the hearing.  And for 

most of these topics mitigation should be possible because the potential problems can by and large be 

identified. 

This is not possible with the waste tip.  It is not known what is there and a proper independent evaluation of 

the tip, of its groundwater leachate problems and of its effect on aquifers is needed; it will be long-winded and 

costly.  One could argue that such an evaluation should take place anyway, whether building takes place there 

or not.  If building is to take place then such evaluation has to proceed before the start of any work.  Possible 

mitigation could then be discussed. 



  

In this risk averse society it does indeed beggar belief that known waste concerns might be emolliated simply 

on the words of the developer - echoes of Erin Brockovich.  Our evidence included highly relevant guidance 

and statements from DEFRA on this, and the transcript of a recent and informative Radio 4 documentary on 

this precise subject. 

I know that you are revisiting the evidence supplied on the waste issue, in light of the less than impressive 

behaviour of the WHBC input.  I would just ask you to consider that an independent assessment of the site 

should be part of the requirement before the site can be included in the Local Plan. 

Finally, we attach our research paper referenced yesterday; this was long ago submitted to WHBC but which 

has never been responded to.  We also point you to the photo archive offered to us by the EA which has about 

80 photos of the tip at various stages between 1969 and 1987. 

Follow this link: http://wgcsoc.org.uk/EA_photo_archive.  Our submitted appendix here:  

http://wgcsoc.org.uk/appendices/Appendix%20O3.pdf from 1985 also describes concerns about differential 

settlement and ‘a number of problems of leachate generation’ on the site previously.  None of these are new 

documents but we feel they could have a bearing on the considerations of Mr Middleton.’ 

It is clear to the Society that this issue is central to the way the remainder of the inspection will proceed and 

the time frame over which any plan is to be developed. 

 ۩Welwyn Garden Film Society 
 

We know that some of our members enjoy belonging to the Welwyn Garden City Film Society, whereas 

others may be unaware of it.  The Film Society depends on membership subscriptions to keep going and 

requires a critical mass of members in order to cover its screening and running costs.  Numbers have dipped in 

recent times, along with rising costs, an enforced switch to Sunday night, and an ageing membership and this 

combination has put the future of this season in peril.  The chairman of the Film Society recently explained to 

us: 

 

‘We encourage WGC Society members to consider joining the Film Society.  We are in our 72nd season of 

showing the best recent films from around the world, together with one or two classics. There are twelve 

shows a year on Sunday evenings at 7:30pm in the comfort of Screen 3 at Campus West.  Popular films shown 

recently include Les Intouchables (from France), The Lunchbox (from India) and Like Father, like Son (from 

Japan).  There are occasional short films before the main feature (just like the old days), a pre-film 

introduction, and an opportunity to rate the film after the screening. Please visit our website 

www.wgcfs.org.uk for details of our programme and membership details.  Guests are always welcome at any 

showing for a ticket price of £6, although annual membership works out at not much more than half that price 

if every film is attended.  Members also get free entry to the monthly Letchworth Film Club screening at the 

Broadway Cinema in Letchworth.  You may join or renew your membership at any of our film showings.  

Alternatively, you can email wgcfsmembership@gmail.com or phone 01707 323826 to find out more.  We 

very much want to reach out to new members so that we can remain viable and continue to offer high quality 

and inspirational films from around the world to the residents of our area. 

  

Our next show, on Sunday 25 March at 7:30pm, is a 2016 film from France titled Elle.  We recently screened 

a new documentary film about the life and mysterious death of the much-loved British Hollywood film star of 

the 1930s, Leslie Howard.  The showing was introduced by the film's director, Thomas Hamilton, who also 

led a Q&A session afterwards which was a very well received and enjoyable event. 

 

Finally, we are also pleased to announce that it is now possible to buy tickets in advance for all our shows, 

individually, through the Garden City Cinema website https://cwentertainment.co.uk or at the Campus West 

box office.  Half price annual membership is now available to cover the four showings until the end of the 

season (£20 or £10 for students) and there is nothing else to pay.  Why not sign up for the rest of the season?’ 

 



  

۩  Welwyn Garden City and the Agricultural Guild 

 

In the April 2017 edition of the Society newsletter, there was an extract from the Welwyn Garden City News 

dated 1921 about the production of clean milk by the Agricultural Guild. This article, written by a member of 

the Society, provides further information about the Agricultural Guild and milk production in the early days of 

the town. 

 

From the very beginnings of Welwyn Garden City in 1920, the New Town Agricultural Guild decided to 

establish a ‘Model Dairy’ with a modern and efficient means of providing milk for the residents of the 

growing town.  Almost before the first house was started, the old barn on Lower Handside Farm in Handside 

Lane was converted into a milk processing facility that continued to operate as such until the late 30s.  Prior to 

this, the barn had been used as a corn store and drying facility. 

 

Creating the modern milking facility required a significant amount of modification to the barn, which at that 

time was some 320 years old.  The plan was to install the milking machines and milk processing plant at the 

eastern end of the building whilst the western end was converted into accommodation for cows with stalls and 

a feed/waste management system incorporated into the structure. 

 

 
 

A novel and perhaps unique concept for the period was the introduction of a railway system into the barn for 

the distribution of feed and removal of waste.  In the early days of the building of Welwyn Garden City, use 

was made of a 2ft narrow gauge railway system to distribute building materials around the growing town, the 

railway track being moved to new locations as the town expanded.  The system was developed for the Army 

in WW1, providing transport for military equipment on the western front. Captain W E James who by now 

was the chief engineer for the construction of the town introduced the railway following his experiences in the 

war to meet a need in the town where no roads existed, just muddy tracks. 

 

Two tracks were laid in the barn, being cemented into the floor, one along the south wall, the other along the 

north wall. 

 



  

The one along the south wall ran from the north western yard to the eastern end of the building and was used 

to distribute animal feed to the cows which were bedded in stalls constructed through the middle of the 

building. 

 

The second track ran from the west end, along the north wall and exited the building at the east end where it 

connected up with the main narrow gauge railway system serving the construction work.  The animal waste 

removed was distributed to various garden and agricultural concerns in the area for use as fertiliser. 

 

 
 

The tracks and evidence of slurry drains are still in situ within the barn but are covered over by the auditorium 

floor though there are small sections visible in a few places.  The recent work to incorporate new seats and 

floor in the auditorium exposed the tracks but great care was taken to ensure the tracks where not damaged, 

they continue to be preserved for the future; probably representing the last evidence of the narrow gauge 

railway system used in the construction of Welwyn Garden City. 

 

The milk processing facility at the eastern end consisted of milking stalls which used mechanical milking 

machines, the milk being pumped into the adjoining lean too building where the milk was treated before being 

distributed to the local population using horse drawn milk carts.  Distribution was managed by the Welwyn 

Stores and was initially by use of milk churns, though milk bottles became the norm later. 

 

A new addition to the barn as part of the complex was the distinctive Silo, built in 1922 to accommodate 

animal feed or silage.  The silage was blown up to the top of the silo by a tractor driven blower, it then fell to 

the bottom of the Silo where it was taken as needed by the rail system to feed the cows. 

 

The quality of the milk produced was to all accounts high quality as reflected in the various reports of the 

period (the April edition article is an example).  Much was made of this quality in the local press and by 

visiting dignitaries who were encouraged to sample it. One occasion was during the opening in 1922 of the 

adjacent Daily Mail Model Village by Field Marshal Earl Douglas Haigh and Dr Macnamara, the Minister for 

Labour, who were taken across the road to the barn to sample the milk, they were suitable impressed with the 

quality according to the Welwyn Garden City News. 

 

By around 1927, the town had expanded to subsume the fields around the barn, which resulted in the cows 

having to move out, and the farm becoming redundant, an auction was held to sell off the livestock and 

equipment. 

 

Milk processing continued with the milk being brought to the barn from outlying farms.  Improvements in 

processing were incorporated such as pasteurisation, a cold store and more efficient bottling systems. 

 

In 1932, a theatre was created in the area once used by the cows with the milk processing continuing to use the 

eastern half of the barn. 



 

  

 
The Barn Theatre in its initial stage of construction 

 

 

 

With the opening of the new Welwyn Department 

Store (now John Lewis) in 1939, the milk 

processing facility in the barn closed down and 

was removed to the new store, the barn then being 

taken over by the army and later sea scouts during 

WW2. 

 

After the war, the Department Store employees 

used the old dairy space as a social club until 1969 

when The Barn Theatre Club absorbed the whole 

building and created the theatre we have today. 
 

 

 

۩  The Estate Management Scheme 

The last time the Society reported on this issue it was in relation to the ‘consultation’ the Borough Council had 

embarked upon.  This was poorly executed with a badly designed questionnaire at its root.  Despite this, the 

Council has had to acknowledge that for a consultation of this sort the response was good and that residents do 

value the Estate Management Scheme (EMS).  Both were an unexpected bonus. 

For years the Council’s position has been that: 

It could not enforce the EMS because it could not do so in a uniform manner as between leaseholders and 

freeholders.  This was claimed to be the reason why some changes made by leaseholders or freeholders were 

approved and others for an identical change were not.   

There are two subtexts to this. The first is that enforcing the scheme costs money and, if no budget is allocated 

to do anything, then no enforcement will follow.  This continues the perceived unfairness of the scheme.  The 

second is that in 2013 the Council used its powers for the first time to go to arbitration with a freeholder over a 

TV aerial and discovered, probably to its own surprise, that (a) it could win a case and (b) the cost was not that 

significant, so the Council was left in the predicament of being able to use arbitration to enforce the scheme 

but was unwilling to take action against any leaseholders, because leasehold properties fall outside EMS 

enforcement.  As far as we know, this is the only arbitration case that has been brought in the last five years. 

The Council’s position is that it prefers to reach agreement with a resident rather than use its powers.  That is 

laudable but, regrettably, this approach will not always work.  Moreover, if you do not seek to enforce the 

scheme when persuasion fails then it results in the degradation of both the scheme and the environment; and 

eventually it falls into disrepute – then it will be lost.  However, the Council has indicated that in the event 

that they cannot get a householder to restore inappropriate works, they would be prepared to annotate the 

property records at the Land Registry.  This could create difficulties for the householder when the time comes 

to sell the property. 

Further, over the years the Council has been at pains to say that it would not charge for EMS planning 

applications.  It has always felt that charging twice for a planning application and a separate EMS application 

was unfair to residents.  The Society has always argued that the costs of an EMS planning application would 



 

  

be insignificant in the case of some of the extensions being erected but clearly, the cost of an application for 

smaller works would have to be reasonable. 

The Council has finally taken some action, though it is not what we had expected.  It has decided as follows: 

1. It will charge for EMS applications according to a scale; and 

2. It will appoint two new staff members specifically to look after EMS issues, including enforcement; 

and 

3. It will undertake a comprehensive review of the EMS area to ensure its features and ‘norms’ are 

recorded so that these can be referenced by both planners and residents in future in a new Design 

Guide; and it has asked the Society to work with it in determining this. 

 

This is a significant step forward and it will reduce the incidence of unfair decisions because there is template 

to work to.  There still remains the same difficulty in enforcement which the Council acknowledges but which 

currently it is not seeking to address.  To a great extent this issue might well be eliminated if the Design Guide 

stipulates both what the norms are AND what is not acceptable, notwithstanding the fact that by error or on a 

previous watch examples of unacceptable changes have seemingly been allowed.  This is something that we 

intend to pursue with Council. 

In recent weeks, we were surprised that action on enforcement seemed to be taken up in the Daniells area of 

Panshanger.  We now learn that this related to an unauthorised hard standing that a resident had put in some 

years before and which the resident was seeking to regularise prior to sale.  On visiting the site, the Council 

also discovered, to its own surprise, that a lot more unauthorised hard standings had been built in the same 

area.  This resulted in flurry of demands for retrospective EMS applications relating to work that in most cases 

had been done some years ago, and in some cases decades before, and in some cases by previous owners.  

Unlike Planning Law where there is a ten year cut-off for retrospective applications, there is no equivalent cut-

off set out in the EMS policy.  In areas such as these, which have some narrow streets and limited off-road 

parking, very many households have taken steps to accommodate more vehicles over the years.  However, 

there has largely been no enforcement action or awareness raising of the EMS to householders by the Borough 

Council.  

One local councillor was surprised to find his monthly surgery crowded out - for the first time ever - with 

residents who had been served with these retrospective EMS applications.  Each was being asked to pay £242 

for the privilege, with some also being informed that they will have little chance of gaining consent if they do 

now apply.  In at least one case, the householder has been sent an enforcement notice for reducing their front 

hedge by about a foot some years ago, while a nearby property gained EMS consent to block pave their entire 

frontage. 

It all goes to show that Council’s simply cannot relax their responsibilities over any period of time as sooner 

or later the issues they ignore come back to bite them and make them even more complicated and difficult as 

well as expensive to resolve in the future.  The Society hopes that the new enforcement officers, while being 

diligent and consistent in their enforcement practice, will also have consideration as to the longevity and 

reasons for any breach.  For example, if households are to forego off street parking, the resulting on-street 

congestion could cause problems, not least for allowing emergency and refuse vehicle access. 

۩  Murphy Radio  
 

Episode three of the recent Netflix film ‘The Crown’ generated the attached picture from a member about the 

communications room in the Royal Yacht Britannia in the early 50s.  The operators are sitting in front of six 

authentic, powered up Murphy B40 radios built in their factory here in the town.  They weigh 100lbs each and 



 

  

were also used in submarines of that era.  They are that heavy because they had a very thick metal casing that 

was supposed to make them depth charge proof, at least to some extent. 

 

 
 

Quite a nice local link to our town's manufacturing past. 

 

۩  Broadwater Road West 
 

We last reported on the Broadwater Road development in April 2017.  Back then we were able to report that 

Tesco has secured detailed planning permission for the redevelopment of the northern part of the site (ie, that 

portion of the site which includes the Shredded Wheat factory and the silos), as well as outline planning 

permission for the remainder of the site. 

 

We said that we felt that Tesco was likely to develop the northern part of the site itself and pass the remainder 

of the site over to a developer such as Taylor Wimpey.  We were quite wrong, as Tesco promptly sold the 

entire site to a developer called Plutus Estates (WGC) Ltd. 

 

This company seems to have been set up especially to see through the development of this site.  Its parent 

company, of a similar name, seems to be a property development company belonging to, and run by, two 

north London property developers who have undertaken similar types of development in other parts of the 

country.  It is supported by Urban Exposure Ltd with £55M of development capital and by The Metropolitan 

Housing Trust which is a specialist developer of property for the affordable housing market. 

 

The developer has lost very little time in knocking down those parts of the site for which planning approval 

had been given for this to happen.  Furthermore, the new owners have a different approach to the development 

and how they should engage with community.  Firstly, they intend the old factory area to be developed as an 

art hub and secondly, they appear to be more open and willing to listen to the community as to what should be 

done on the site - that is the good news.  The bad news is that they wish to have a significantly denser quantity 

of people living on the site so they intend to have more apartments and we believe all the proposed town 

houses will be eliminated.   

 

Significantly, they seem to want the height of some of the proposed apartment blocks to be taller.  However, 

we do not know precisely what they intend as we have not yet seen the proposed plans.  The reason for this is 

that although they were submitted to the Borough Council to consider, it appears these failed to meet the 



 

  

validation tests the Council stipulates before any plans will be considered.  Currently, we seem to be back on 

the drawing board pending a new submission. 

 

The Society will decide and refine its position on the new plans as more detail emerges.  We are sure that all 

residents will want to see the current dilapidation halted, and the eyesore that the site has become ended.  The 

ambitious plans for the factory site are encouraging, but there are questions about the plans for the rest of the 

site, such as the density of housing.  The railway bridge is to be refurbished but not replaced, and how will 

parking and traffic flows be accommodated in the new design.  Will the plans fit in the WHBC’s Masterplan 

for the site which was produced before Spenhill acquired the site? 

 

These matters and many others should be addressed in detail within the developer’s application.  This is 

obviously a landmark development for the town and we want it to be appropriate as well as a successful 

endeavour.  The original Tesco/Spenhill development plans were not appropriate and failed as a result.  Their 

modified plan, without a large store, did gain consent and although it included 850 homes, it had few 

affordable/social housing dwellings.  The Society will keep a close eye on matters as things progress in 

coming months.  The new developers do seem to be in listening mode and are keen to engage with local 

residents and groups which is a welcome sign. 

 

Meanwhile, we seem to be in the odd situation where part of the old has been knocked down and the new 

proposals have not be seen.  There was a series of presentations made to local bodies and an exhibition in the 

Howard Centre last year but we do not yet know if any points put to the developers have been incorporated 

We are told that there will be an on-site exhibition of the into the final proposals being put to the Council.  

plans in the factory building shortly.  

 

Finally, we have made the point that ‘the Wheat Quarter’ does not ‘work’ for us.  We prefer its original site 

name ‘The Shredded Wheat’ site and hopefully they can bring that back, together with the original iconic sign 

on the face of the building (which was removed without planning approval) if the discussions between Plutus 

Estates and the cereal company are successful. 

 

۩  Monthly Jazz Club at Lemsford Village Hall 
 

Did you know that New Orleans comes to Welwyn Garden City on the second Sunday of every month from 

1pm to 4pm at Lemsford Village Hall on Brocket Road?  

 

The organiser, Brian, also known as Smiffy, the Washboard Rhythm King has apparently received great 

feedback from regulars about this lively, local event and thought it might appeal to Society members.  He 

says, ‘I am not so much a jazz fan as a jazz fiend.  I formed the Lemsford Jazz Club to follow in the footsteps 

of Lemsford's very own jazz man Bob Thomas, bringing live jazz and great bands back to fans in and around 

Welwyn Garden City.  The afternoon usually features six or seven piece bands that come from all over the 

country, including London and the South East, so do join us and enjoy the best of jazz.’  

 

The next session is on Sunday 8 April with the Frog Island Jazz Band.  Admission is up to a maximum of 

£10, depending on the featured band.  Visitors can bring their own drinks and snacks and the club provides 

unlimited tea and coffee and free parking. 

 

۩  A tour of the Broadwater Road West site 
 

There have been a number of tours undertaken by the developers of the Shredded Wheat site which some 

members of the committee joined.  Their photographs and the comments over the page follow tell their own 

story. 

 

What is quite clear is that all the buildings have deteriorated in the time since they were first sold to Tesco.  

No remedial work appears to have taken place during that time and the site was allowed to become 



 

  

increasingly derelict.  This fits with most residents’ perception, though it is clear that the new owners are 

doing a lot to clear away the mountains of debris that have been allowed to accumulate over the years. 

 

 
A poster still on the wall inside the factory 

 

 
Site entrance on Hyde way 

 

 
Newer Production Hall (now demolished) 

 

 
Original Production Hall (this will be kept) 

 
The pipework underneath silo 1 

 

۩  Wings of change – the birds of Welwyn Garden City 1975 to the present day 

 
A member writes:  As a boy I never saw a magpie, jackdaw, collared dove or ring-necked parakeet.  I heard 

cuckoos every spring, house sparrows and starlings were the most common birds in my neighbourhood.  It 

was a given fact that carrion crows were always seen singly, although there was always a parliament of rooks 

on the allotments behind my home. 

 



 

  

The 1970s was the era of the smaller bird which is when I started working in a large school in Welwyn 

Garden City.  Sparrows, starlings, wrens, finches, tits and thrushes seemed to proliferate.  These days, the 

heavy mob has moved in.  Magpies, crows, jackdaws and wood pigeons abound in large numbers.  It may be 

just my imagination, but the smaller species seem to have declined as a consequence. 

Observation of the birds of the playground and school field over time has revealed fundamental changes.  In 

the 70s and 80s, debris from the students’ picnics was cleared up by starlings in the summer and black-headed 

gulls in the winter.  By the 21st century the starlings had disappeared; a summer starling is now a rarity.  They 

still fly in from the colder continent in winter, but they are a rare sight in Welwyn Garden City.  Instead, the 

gulls have become residents.  Those black headed gulls who once flew in from the coast in winter now feast 

on sandwich crusts all year round and they have been joined by their herring and lesser black-backed cousins.  

Along with the jackdaws squabbling in the schoolyard, carrion crows and aggressive magpies exist as 

playground opportunists, muscling the other birds aside when the fancy takes them. 

Skylarks were heard throughout the summer on our cricket field in the 1970s and 80s, but not now.  Along 

with the summer starling, they have disappeared.  The construction of the golf driving range and later the ski 

slope at the adjacent Gosling Sports Park seemed to trigger off their decline.  Their soaring flight and melodic 

song is much missed on the outskirts of Welwyn Garden City. 

Corvids are generally more plentiful now.  The magpie, which I never saw as a boy, is now one of the most 

common birds in the town.  My childhood rule that crows fly alone and rooks in a crowd no longer seems 

relevant.  In the wood at the back of my Panshanger home, an extended family of carrion crows lives noisily.  

Jackdaws live socially throughout the town but there is rarely sight of a rook.  Even ravens have been spotted 

in Brocket Park recently, and jays seem less shy than in the past. 

As Hertfordshire rabbit populations have recovered, the buzzard has returned too.  I often see them wheeling 

around on the thermals above my house, mewing like kittens.  More commonly, I spot the majestic red kite 

which, unlike the buzzard, is not averse to swooping down and taking food from a bird table. These were not 

seen in the area until about ten years ago. 

I know where to find house sparrows in my area of Welwyn Garden City, but there are none in my road.  The 

greenfinch has succumbed to a nasty mouth disease which renders it unable to feed and the bullfinch is a 

rarity.  The song thrush has been seen off by the more aggressive blackbird, although the odd one can still be 

heard singing its head off.  Thankfully, some of the smaller birds of the town are more resilient; titmice 

remain plentiful, and the long tailed tit’s population has exploded.  The robin is still a common sight, as is the 

wren.  Goldfinches visit gardens more often now, especially if enticed with birdfeeders full of niger seeds – a 

bird food virtually unknown twenty years ago. 

New species appear each year as previously established ones disappear.  A few years ago I was surprised, one 

Sunday morning in February, to find my progress along College Way halted by a dozen or so cameramen with 

impressive lenses.  The cameras were recording the antics of a flock of waxwings feasting on cotoneaster 

berries outside the council offices.  These attractive birds had flown in from a frozen Scandinavia.  Later that 

week I spotted a few waxwings in my road, and they return every two or three winters.  On Stanborough 

Lakes you are unlucky if you don’t spot two or three cormorants, but in the 1970s these were mysterious 

seabirds which seemed out of place inland.  And if you are lucky, you will observe the latest exotic avian 

species on Welwyn Garden City’s west side – the ring-necked parakeet.  Originally escapees from private 

collections (we think), these noisy birds are now common throughout south-east England. 

۩  Do let us have any article suggestions accompanied by relevant photos for future newsletters.  Any 

thoughts or observations on this newsletter would also be appreciated by contacting 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. 


