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Dear Member 

  
The good news is that summer has arrived.  For that reason, we all deserve to be reminded about what this 

town stands for at its best.    

 

The bad news is that, once again, we continue to be in uncertain times.  We have an uncertain political 

situation as the nation struggles to come to terms with its own decision of Brexit and its most recent election. 

Then, on top of a number of terrorist attacks, we have had what was clearly a preventable disaster at Grenfell 

Tower in West London.  We feel for all those who have been affected. 

 

Please remember we have an AGM on Wednesday 26 July at 8pm in St Francis Church Hall.  This time we 

are having a presentation by Paul Roberts, Chairman of the Welwyn Garden Centenary Foundation, which 

will be followed by the AGM business.  We shall also be having a raffle as explained below. 

 

 
 



۩  The continuing saga of Birchall Garden Suburb 
 

The tragedy of Grenfell Tower has focused minds on planning and buildings regulations and the need to 

ensure that these matters are properly managed and explained to all people, especially residents. 

 

There are many issues about this proposed development that have not been addressed.  The Society has 

highlighted a number that need to be answered by both the developer and the two local authorities who are 

pushing for the site to be developed. 

 

The matter of any development on this site is due to go forward to an Inspector appointed to test the validity 

and viability of the draft local plan put forward by our local borough.  This is likely to take place this autumn 

and the Society has asked to make representations at this hearing. 

 

Tarmac, the developer, is seeking to get public acceptance of its plans and has had another two days of public 

‘consultations’ which recently took place at the Homestead Court Hotel. 

 

In the meantime, there remain many unanswered questions that so far neither Tarmac nor the two local 

councils have addressed.  These include: 

 

The Environment Agency (EA) map shows that almost all the Welwyn Hatfield portion of the proposed 

development sits on a historic land fill site that took in waste from 1920-1990.  A County Council document 

states that the site is 'probably the most important refuse site in Hertfordshire'.  This is not shown on Tarmac’s 

documentation or on its web site. 

 

EA data shows that waste of every category is present on the site, including the ‘Special' category which, 

according to the EA, includes waste that is “flammable, toxic, irritant, harmful, carcinogenic or corrosive”. 

This is not mentioned in Tarmac’s proposals.  Does Tarmac not think that prospective purchasers of properties 

on this development have the right to full knowledge to assess the risks they might be running? 

 

When the dump was closed, a series of ground gas shafts and vents were installed in the area closest to 

existing houses (Thistle Grove) to vent methane and other harmful gases to the atmosphere rather than allow 

them to seep underground into the nearby houses.  We understand from verbal statements made by Tarmac 

representatives that no new vents will be installed to protect the new houses to be built beside the dump area. 

 

One survey commissioned by Tarmac states, “The asbestos in the shallow soils at the site is considered to 

represent a potential unacceptable risk, albeit one that can be mitigated through design/remedial measures” 

and, “In the context of the proposed development the potential risk to end users is likely to be greatly 

influenced by the extent of the asbestos and activities undertaken across the public open space.”  We want to 

know what Tarmac will be doing to remove all the asbestos from the entirety of the site in order to make it 

safe for the range of uses proposed in its plans for Birchall Garden Suburb (BGS). 

 

The detailed Society paper ‘What Lies Beneath?’ (to be found at http://wgcsoc.org.uk) probes into the history 

of landfill on this site, something which Tarmac’s own surveys have not done.  The concerns raised in this 

paper have still not been addressed.  Tarmac has so far failed to respond to that paper and only now, in July 

2017, has the Council seemingly initiated an investigation of the site as the Society has only now received an 

invitation to meet their environmental health officer on the site; we will report on that meeting in due course.  
In the meantime, we are perplexed that this site could go forward as one ideal for housing when no site 

investigation by the local authority has apparently taken place. 

 

Many residents will remember the land fill operation and the largely unregulated nature of it with lorries and 

trains coming up from London and dumping whatever they wished.  Some residents also recall chemical and 

marked hazardous containers being deposited there.  Tarmac has only undertaken studies to show that at the 

time of its surveys there was no dangerous leachate leaking from the site.  We do not think this is sufficient as 

we know that many dangerous materials were dumped into the site in metal containers.  As these containers 



perish with age, it is likely that the contents will ooze out, forming chemical reactions with others on the site 

and may well come to the surface. 

 

We understand from statements made by Tarmac that it is their intention to sell the site to developers once the 

area is designated as suitable for housing.  How those developers will cope with the risks associated with the 

site is an unknown quantity that does not appear to have been thought through.  Further, we suspect that 

purchasers of houses on the site could have difficulty in obtaining mortgages and with property valuations. 

 

Tarmac claims to be a “long-term land steward in Hertfordshire, and we have used our sites for the benefit of 

the community for generations.”  Their neighbouring site at Panshanger Park is about 20 years overdue in 

delivering a fully open access Country Park for the community to which it is bound to do so under planning 

approvals previously granted.  Today, a large tract of it remains closed off and even its management plan 

showing the schedule for opening the park fully is still overdue by several years.  It is difficult to reconcile the 

company’s track record at Panshanger Park with the promises now seemingly being made.  Indeed, it is only 

after action by the Friends of Panshanger Park that any real progress has been made. 

 

Finally, you can download a recent BBC Radio 4 programme from the Society web site - ‘What Lies beneath? 

The Legacy of Landfill’ – which highlighted the major contamination issues with former land fill sites being 

brought forward for housing developments by developers.  We wonder what  sort of guarantee Tarmac is 

prepared to offer prospective purchasers against the hazards experienced by other communities close to 

historic landfill sites, particularly against claims made for ill health? 

 

The Society is continuing to research the issues that affect this particular dump site and expects to publish 

more information for all residents of the town over the coming months. 

 

۩  Splashlands 

 

 
Bailey at the former Splashlands site 

The Society is supportive of a young man by the 

name of Bailey Nash-Gardner, age 12, who lives 

in the Woodhall area.  Pro-active Bailey decided to 

start his own petition asking the Council to at long 

last get on and build a Splash Park or similar as a 

replacement for the much loved Splashlands which 

was closed eighteen years ago next month and was 

demolished soon after.  There have been several 

previous campaigns to get something built, and 

several false starts by the Council following 

significant sums of money being spent on 

consultants and project plans over the intervening 

years. 

 

Eighteen years on and only the High Ropes have 

been built, and they appear to remain largely 

empty on summer days, a far and cry from the 

5,000 or so people who visited Splashlands on a 

hot summer weekend. 

 

Bailey’s petition has so far amassed over 2,300 

signatures between online and offline; he is hoping 

to get a few thousand more before he hands it in to 

the Leader of the Council, Mr Dean, coincidentally 

the same person who announced Splashlands 

closure in 1999, well before Bailey was born. 



 
 

Bailey is hoping to organise a get together at the former site in August to raise awareness of the matter, to help 

galvanise the Council into spending the £2.3 million that has been set aside for some years for the project. 

It is very encouraging to see such a young resident of our town taking such positive action to turn the green 

empty space where Splashlands once stood into something the town can once again be proud of.  Members 

can sign his petition online here: https://goo.gl/a5acwc 

 

The Society is happy to support his efforts. 

 

۩  South Africa 
 

Two members write: 

 

“We recently visited our son in Cape Town.  He had just moved house to a suburb called Pinelands and a 

short walk from their house we came upon a Howard Centre.  Google maps listed a Welwyn Avenue and 

Letchworth Road there… too much of a coincidence?  Further investigation revealed a small monument 

commemorating the founding of Pinelands as the first Garden City in South Africa. 

 

 

 

 

The development of Pinelands has a unique role in 

the history of South Africa as it was the first town-

planned area to be established in the country – and 

there is, of course, an Ebenezer Howard 

connection. 

 

Readers will be familiar with Ebenezer Howard’s 

background.  Working as a stenographer for 

Hansard in the House of Commons, his time in 

parliament exposed him to ideas about social 

reform, and helped inspire his ideas for the Garden 

City.  His book Garden Cities of Tomorrow was 

published in 1898. 

 

(Pinelands -South Africa’s First Garden City.   E Rosenthal, 1949) 

 

“Immediately after the First World War, conditions in the urban areas of South Africa were deteriorating 

rapidly.  The diamond and gold rush had brought many people to towns, the Great War had caused sharp rent 

increases and the influenza epidemic carried off thousands of people in the Cape Peninsula alone.  Richard 

Stuttaford, a well-known merchant and city councillor of Cape Town, was convinced that better housing and 

living conditions were necessary to meet these problems and, on meeting Ebenezer Howard, was greatly 

impressed with the latter's ideas and schemes.  As a result, in 1919, he persuaded the South African 

Government to grant the Trustees of the newly formed Garden Cities Trust 365 morgen* of the Uitvlugt 

Forest Reserve for the purpose of establishing a garden city.  He donated the then considerable sum of 

£10,000 to the Trust in order that it could pursue its objective "of providing better housing and social 

conditions for the people, the latter purpose to be construed in its widest sense". 

 

(*A morgen was a unit of measurement of land area in Germany, the Netherlands, Poland and the Dutch 

colonies, including South Africa and Taiwan.  The size of a morgen varies from 0.5 to 2.5 acres, which equals 

approximately 0.2 to 1 hectare.  It was also used in old Prussia, in the Balkans, Norway and Denmark, where 

it was equal to about two-thirds of an acre.) 

 

 



 
 

Once the site for Pinelands had been determined 

and the Trust Deed drawn up it was necessary to 

commence the design and layout of the Garden 

City and a competition, open to local architects, 

was held.  Although the first prize was awarded to 

John Perry, the designs for the layout and various 

types of houses were rejected after being referred 

to Sir Raymond Unwin, the planner of the first 

Garden City of Letchworth.  The architectural firm 

who had planned the development of Welwyn 

Garden City were then appointed to develop the 

Uitvlugt housing project and Mr A J Thompson, 

the first Supervising Architect of Pinelands, was 

sent out from England for this purpose under a two 

year contract. The layout plan for Pinelands 

followed Howard's broad principles and allowed 

for plenty of open space. 

 

As a result, Pinelands today is reminiscent of 

Welwyn Garden City with broad, tree lined roads, 

and plenty of open spaces.  However, the situation 

in South Africa gives rise to one very stark 

difference.   Burglar bars at the windows and high 

fences, some even electrified, around the 

properties are the order of the day and walking the 

dogs sets off barking like something from 101 

Dalmations or, in this case, 101 Alsations.  Despite 

that, it is one of the safer (and sought after) areas 

of Cape Town.” 

 

 

 
 

We discovered this poster on a visit to the Howard 

Centre….the Pinelands one that is. 

۩  Panshanger Park update 

 
The difficulty of accessing Panshanger Park from the Welwyn Garden City end continues to frustrate lovers of 

the Country Park.  Welwyn Garden City residents must park in the Thieves Lane car park, which is virtually 

in Hertford.  The west-east link (part of the Mimram Valley trail) should have been opened many years ago.  

However, the western entrance to this path, close to the Butterfield Way path off Panshanger Lane, remains 

blocked as the photographs show. 

 



 

 

 

Reasons for this are a little unclear.  Tarmac is still 

working at the western side of the Park and might 

not welcome intrusive footfall in this area.  The 

ecologists are concerned about the endangered 

water vole, which is rumoured to have returned to 

the stretch of the Mimram which runs through the 

Park.  Ecology groups want to build a meter high 

fence between the path and the river to protect the 

water vole’s habitat but heritage groups oppose 

this.  The Friends of Panshanger Park are pressing 

hard for this path to become accessible to the 

public but at the moment there seems to be an 

impasse. However, it is expected that the path will 

be open for an Anniversary Walk in the late 

summer or early autumn.  Details will be posted on 

the FOPP website but don’t expect this to mark the 

permanent opening of the path as previous 

prestigious walks have included this path, which 

has been promptly closed immediately after the 

walk. 

 

On a more positive note, the famous Panshanger Oak and the old Orangery are now accessible, if only from the 

Thieves Lane car park.  Repton’s Broadwater looks to have been reprieved and some excellent Heritage and 

Ecological Walks have been organised (by the Friends of Panshanger Park and the Hertfordshire & Middlesex 

Wildlife Trust respectively). 

 
There are still major concerns about issues such as car parking, toilets and ecology.  The Thieves Lane car park is 

rapidly becoming inadequate for the increasing number of visitors and there is not a single toilet on the site.  It is 

feared that the popular weekly Park Run has damaged native bluebells so this has led to prohibited areas within Lady 

Hughes’ Wood, where tracts of land are now roped off.  The presence of the water vole and the intrusive Himalayan 

Balsam has also helped halt full access to the Country Park. 

 

We can but hope that one day soon Tarmac and the Wildlife Trust agree a plan to fully open the Park in accordance 

with the terms of the planning approval originally granted to them.  At present, that day seems as way off as ever. 

 

۩  WGC book - Site Planning in practice at Welwyn Garden City 
 

The Society has been gifted a number of copies of the reprint of a book published originally in 1927 by Louis de 

Soissons and Arthur Wm Kenyon.  The Welwyn Garden City Centenary Foundation organised the reprint. 

 

The book has been updated with new colour photographs and text.  The original photographs are in black and white 

and show the early development of our town.  Some are aerial photographs and there are also some of the original 

plans produced by Louis de Soissons. 

 

Although copies will be available to be purchased from Waterstone’s bookshop in the town centre, the executive 

committee of the Society has decided that some of the copies that we have received can be sold direct to members of 

the Society.  Each copy to be sold will be at a discounted price of £28.  These copies will only be available to be 

purchased by members of the Society at the Annual General Meeting in St Francis Church Hall on 26 July 2017.  

There are only a limited number of copies of the book available for sale.  Therefore, they will be sold on a ‘first come, 

first served’ basis.  If you wish to purchase one, please come early, with your cheque book otherwise you may be 

disappointed.  One copy of this book will be raffled at the AGM. 

 



 
۩  The Environment 

 
The Society remains concerned about the environment in the town.  It has had a number of meetings with Welwyn 

Hatfield Borough Council to discuss aspects of the matter and we are setting out a number of items in this newsletter 

for members to see what we are taking up.  We will continue with other aspects of the issue in the next newsletter. 

There is much to congratulate the Council about and we would not wish members to think we are always being 

critical.  So we can start with the revamping of the roundabout at Mundells.  We think that this is a bit of an 

improvement compared to what was there previously and it will improve further as it matures. 
 

Shire Park/Mundells roundabout 
 

Serco’s excellent work on clearing and landscaping the roundabout was highlighted. 

 

 
2014 

 
2016

 
Austerity 
 

It is clear that the impact of government austerity has meant that there have been a number of cut-backs and 

inadequate maintenance has caused some areas to become dilapidated.  This is worrying as we approach the imminent 

centenary of the town. 
 

Some problems are caused by decisions to reduce standards which are not always clearly conveyed; they appear to 

be based on minimising spending.  However, more controversially, others follow on from when existing standards 

are not enforced under current contracts.  Again, we will seek to amplify this subject in subsequent newsletters. 
 

Elimination of flower beds 
 
We have commented on this before.  The Council confirmed that the 75th anniversary gardens had been consolidated 

into one bed to save money.  The Society stated that this was very poor and does not augur well for any work the 

Council may be intending to undertake in connection with the centenary.  However, the remaining bed was in a very 

sad condition and it appeared that maintenance had not been carried out in accordance with the contract. 
 

It was agreed that the gardens would be reviewed and a proposal will be made to the Society to add low maintenance 

shrubs to the missing beds.  To date, this has not happened. 
 

 
The original set of gardens 



 
 

However, action has been taken in relation to the maintenance and manuring of the remaining central bed and it is 

now in much better shape as the following picture shows.  This year the bed was manured to specification and the 

results – which include the Welwyn Garden Glory roses – speak for themselves. 
 

 

 
 

The flower bed shown below at the junction of Handside Lane and Russellcroft was also discussed as an example of 

how the Council is failing, in the Society’s view, to stick to the ethos of the place.  This was it in early spring 2008.  

We were informed that the lamp-post stump “could not be removed”. 

 

 
  

 

The design of the new bed on the right at this same 

junction is questionable, and it does not follow one 

of the garden city principles of these flower beds 

coming right up to the path.  It looks cheap and 

unimpressive.  The Council obviously believes that 

this is acceptable, but we do not.  The size and setting 

of the previous bed was what the town stood for, 
whereas its current incarnation is a mere token and, 

moreover, would have been turned over to grass had 

not the matter been raised by the Society. 

 



 
Black Fan Road Tree Belt 

 

The state of the tree belt along Black Fan Road adjacent to Herns Lane was discussed with the Council.  There were 

fallen branches, extensive ivy and, following a clear out a couple years ago, there was a failure to replace all the low 

level shrubs.  The trees appeared to have outgrown the location.  The Council said that “work to this tree belt, which 

includes felling, lifting, removing branches that are touching property and ivy severing, is on the contractor’s 

September 2017 schedule”. 
 

Currently, the setting looks like this: 

 

 
 

We shall monitor progress.  In the meantime, we do not think that these particular areas of ground should be allowed 

to reach such a state, as it detracts from the settings in which houses are located. 

 

There are other areas which have fallen into the same state and we expect to feature these in the further editions of 

the newsletter. 
 

Stanborough car park (South side) 

 

We have touched on the replacement trees for the Stanborough Poplars.  Quite simply, the replanting has failed.  It 

was unclear what was happening here or whether any action is being taken. 

 

 
 
The Council has sought to pass the responsibility on to Finesse Leisure.  We have noted that this is still the 

responsibility of the Council and are awaiting a response. 



 
 

Lamp posts 

 
Lamp posts have also been discussed at length.  When they are damaged or if they are simply looking ‘wonky’, 

officials really should replace them or set them straight.  Apart from making the place look uncared for, it reflects 

badly on Council officials.  In the meantime, it is understood that the street lamps will be replaced by new LED lights.  

There is, however, no commitment to set a date. 

 

 
 

 

۩  As always, we would be pleased to receive article suggestions accompanied by relevant photos.  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.  


