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WELWYN GARDEN CITY SOCIETY 
Newsletter 

May 2008 
www.wgcsoc.org.uk 

 
Dear member 
 
Notice is given that the Annual General Meeting of Welwyn Garden City Society will be held at the Friends 
Meeting House, 109 Handside Lane, Welwyn Garden City at 8pm on Wednesday 18 June 2008.  The business of 
the meeting will include the adoption of the accounts for the year to 31 March 2008 and the election of officers and 
a new committee. 
 
At this year’s annual general meeting, the committee will be raising a number of issues with those present about the 
approaches it should use to push its agenda forward.  The committee would like to feel that it has the support of its 
membership about how it proposes to set about these matters in future.  Committee members will also be 
explaining the background thinking to some of the things that are being moved forward – in particular the 
Management Scheme.  This gives an opportunity for members to touch on matters which are perhaps difficult at 
times - and possibly less than prudent - to encompass within a newsletter. 
 
There are a number of roles and skills which the existing committee feels would substantially add to the 
effectiveness of the Society.  These include liaising with the local press, conservation and/or architecture and/or 
surveying or organizing letter writing.  Those members who would like to know more, wish to help or who wish to 
stand for the committee should approach any committee member in the first instance. 
 
We look forward to seeing as many members as possible at the AGM in June. 
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۩  Last winter’s leaf clearing 
 
In previous newsletters, we have commented upon the standard of leaf clearing in the town during the winter 
months and we again reported on the matter in the last newsletter.  At the time of going to press, we were in 
correspondence with Councillor Berry, who has been reappointed to the Environment portfolio following the last 
local election, about the standard of clearing the main roads into the town (in particular, Stanborough Green and 
Digswell Road). 
 
For many months each year, these two roads have a very unkempt look as they are cleared only once and, once 
cleared, the underlying grass is found to be dead and does not grow back until late spring:  this does not give the 
right impression to visitors to the town.  We have suggested that these routes be cleared more frequently and we 
understand Councillor Berry is looking into the matter and await her response. 
 
۩  New pumping station at The Vineyard 
 
On 11 October last, residents were told in a circular that Three Valleys Water was installing “a new water main 
from Nomansland Common, Wheathampstead to Sherrardswood reservoir in Welwyn Garden City” and “that part 
of this work involves upgrading the water mains network in your street”.  Their contractor then began work laying 
pipes at the site in November. 
 
A manager from the contractors alerted a resident on 4 February 2008 that a pumping station was to be erected at 
the site.  Sherrardswood councillors were immediately telephoned and, later that same day, a circular from Three 
Valleys Water was received saying that night working would follow.  On the following day, a further circular from 
the company formally announced that a pumping station was indeed to be erected, the first official confirmation of 
what was to take place in the street. 
 
The Council had been negotiating since May 2007 with Three Valleys Water over the sale of land at The Vineyard 
where the company wanted to erect a water pumping station.  That sale was completed on 21 January of this year 
after work had already started.  No planning permission is required for a pumping station of this size and, although 
it is in a part of the town which has recently been included within the Conservation Area, legislation does not stop 
this happening. 
 
The Council’s position is that “this location has been identified as being the best engineering solution with the least 
visual impact to the surrounding environment”, a statement which echoes Three Valleys Water’s letter of 25 
February to residents that “there are alternative possible locations, but these would have had more of a visual 
impact on the local area and from an engineering stance were not the most viable”.  However, Welwyn Hatfield 
Council’s Chief Executive is on record as stating that “my understanding is that the alternative sites were 
considered by Three Valleys Water, not by the Council”.  But, residents had already been informally told by Three 
Valleys Water employees that (a) a site lower down the hill in Vine Close had been first choice but the Council 
chose the current site and (b) the pump could be fully operational anywhere in the area. 
 
Three Valleys Water is reported in the Welwyn & Hatfield Review as stating that “the site had been chosen by the 
Council from two alternatives”. 
 
This affair was handled in secret without any consultation and successfully concealed from those who were going 
to be most directly affected.  Some residents are likely to see a reduction in the value of their properties and may 
suffer noise pollution when the equipment is turned on. 
 
Three Valleys Water effectively hid its plans for a pumping station until it could be concealed no longer, which is 
at odds with its commitment to customer care and the Corporate Social Responsibility statements that the company 
claims to espouse. 
 
The Council said that “nothing could be done as the local water company had the right to compulsorily acquire land 
they need in any event”.  This is true but misses the point.  The right to compulsorily acquire land would protect 
residents!  It forces water companies to disclose the details of their schemes to central government, forces local 
councils to warn residents of what is intended and gives those affected rights of compensation for the loss in value 
to their homes.  The plans would have then been open to challenge. 
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The Council is concealing its own errors.  Negotiations for the sale of the land took place in one department but 
somehow this information appears never to have reached anyone else.  Certainly, neither the planning department, 
the Council leadership nor Council management was able to have any influence, or indeed offered any effective 
challenge to the options the Council was being presented with.  We think councillors should be addressing this as 
otherwise the same thing will surely happen again. 
 
The only dialogue that has taken place between Three Valleys Water and the residents relates to the screening of 
the pumping station, as shown overleaf.  By any measure, the result is hideous. 

 

 
 

Three Valleys Water has now refused to have any further discussion with us to substantiate the company’s claim 
that the location of the pumping station “has been identified as being the best engineering solution with the least 
visual impact to the surrounding environment”.   We are, however, pursuing the matter. 
 
۩  Comments on the Heritage Protection Bill 
 
Members may be aware that one of the bills now due to go through the next session of Parliament is this bill.  At 
present a key section of the bill relating to conservation areas has not yet been published and we are unclear what is 
really intended.  However, as the bill currently stands, it is far from satisfactory from the Society’s point of view. 
 
Amongst the points we have asked to be considered are the following: 
 
Conservation areas which are protected because they touch on both architecture and streetscape do not appear to be 
covered.  Welwyn Garden City is famous because it is a landmark in urban design at the beginning of the 20th 
century and it is far from clear that the concept of streetscape is recognised in the new bill.  Clarification on this is 
needed. 
 
Currently, there is no obligation on local authorities to defend conservation areas against damage by other 
authorities or utilities that currently have the right to act within them to the detriment of the area.  Indeed, there is 
nothing to stop local authorities from selling parts of a conservation area without consultation, as has now 
happened in The Vineyard. 
 
There is no obligation for any national or county authority or utility to be mindful of a local conservation area and 
to ensure their works and structures are sympathetic to the local area.  There is no obligation to co-operate together 
so that their multiple plans are co-ordinated as regards conservation areas or to consult with stakeholders.  In the 
meantime, the Society is pressing the Borough Council and the County to work together on issues like bollards and 
street lighting and signs. 
 
There is no obligation to seek to take appropriate professional advice as regards changes within conservation areas 
or alternatively to employ a conservation officer.  The last one was not replaced as part of some previous cost 
cutting exercise. 
 
Planning authorities cannot make a planning application conditional upon the applicant also obtaining permission 
from another statutory body.  For example, Borough authorities cannot stipulate that a resident applies to the 
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County authorities to insert or widen a crossover over a verge if they are giving planning permission for a garage.  
This has led to some of the worsening of the verges in the town. 
 
In conservation areas where there is a significant population, there is no requirement for the local authority to 
appraise newcomers to the area (in layman’s terms) of the obligations that will fall to them whilst living there.  
 
We have tabled out concerns through the Civic Trust and others as well as to Grant Shapps, MP. 
 
۩  The Estate Management Scheme (a very potted summary) 
 
Many members will only be too well aware that “things aren’t like they used to be” in the Garden City.  Years ago, 
if you did something to your property that the Commission for the New Towns did not quite approve of, sooner 
rather than later you would receive a visit from an official reminding you of your obligations under the Estate 
Management Scheme. 
 
Once the town was amalgamated with Hatfield and the town took on the duties of the Commission, the powers that 
be decided at some stage that they would largely seek to enforce the ethos of the town’s architectural heritage 
through the planning laws rather than through enforcement of the Management Scheme, even though certain issues 
such as the removal of hedges and changes to front gardens cannot be controlled through the planning system. 
 
From time to time, on difficult cases, the Borough Council, as it subsequently became, did use the Management 
Scheme to enforce specific breaches that were blatantly out of keeping, but the approach was haphazard.  Further, 
the approach they took of enforcing the scheme - namely of registering a charge on the land register, which meant 
that the offence could continue and the offender would only have to take action when he or she came to sell the 
property - had the advantage of minimal cost but the offence could remain in being for very many years before 
being put right.  As the enforcement action was never publicised, this gave the impression that the Borough Council 
was doing very little and did not care. 
 
So, one way or another, the Management Scheme has fallen into disrepute and, as councils have restricted funds to 
take legal action of any sort, little, if any, case history or precedent policy has been built up.  Consequently, there 
are many inconsistencies around the town that really should never be there.  These inconsistencies are then food to 
others who wish to do singular things with their properties, which can be quite of out keeping with the remainder of 
the street scene. 
 
The point is that the Garden City was designed to be something very different from the outset and we shall lose that 
heritage if we allow the place to become just like any other.  So the committee has been anxious to ensure that the 
Management Scheme is reinstated and refreshed as it is very much in the interests of the town and those who live 
here.  Despite its poor enforcement, it has still proved to be THE backbone to ensure that overall, the look and feel 
of the place has not been lost. 
 
With the changes now being proposed to the planning system, it becomes much simpler for householders generally 
to make changes to their properties, as many will no longer require planning permission.  The effect of this is likely 
to be devastating to a place such as Welwyn Garden City.  Changes could be made by new arrivals and developers 
as they individually felt appropriate rather than collectively keeping to the town’s engaging and long lasting ethos.  
So when the Borough Council decided to review the application of the Management Scheme, the committee 
highlighted the impact that this would have on the town and the committee is glad to say that substantial progress 
has now been made and agreed.  Details of this will be explained at the Annual General Meeting. 
 
This change is the most important change the Society has wished to see over the past few decades and 
support from the membership in seeing it through to a successful conclusion will be crucial.  More details of 
this will be covered at the AGM. 
 
۩  Kaleidescope 
 
Members are reminded that the Kaleidescope Festival is taking place again in Stanborough Park, this time on 
Saturday 19 July next.  As in the previous year, the Society will be taking a stand to promote its views.  Committee 
members will be in attendance gathering views and opinions on the town, the Society and the future. 
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۩  West side conservation area 
 
Many residents will recall that last year there was consultation in connection with enlarging the Conservation Area.  
This was completed and all the Society’s wishes were met and all the residents who were affected have been 
written to by the Borough Council.  We were pleased that we were able to be persuasive.  However, as yet, the 
review is not complete as we are awaiting detail of which buildings after all are to be “listed”.  The matter is being 
monitored. 
 
۩  Heritage Open Days 
 
As we mentioned in our last newsletter, the Society is once again organising Heritage Open Days in Welwyn 
Garden City this year and the event will be on September 13 and 14.  We are known nationally for the number of 
private homes that open and welcome anyone interested in opening their doors. 
 
We particularly need volunteers to help on either of the above days at our information desk in the Howard Centre. 
Someone with significant desktop publishing skills who could help produce our leaflet for the weekend would also 
be most welcome. 
 
All offers of help can be made to any of the organising group made up of Malcolm Cowan, Lisa Grenfell and 
Shaun O'Reilly. 
 
۩  Welwyn the Bear breaks cover in Japan! 
 
Across the other side of the world, near Tokyo in Japan, is a new development called “Chishirodai” that has been 
inspired by the same principles as Welwyn Garden City.  We have covered this in previous editions of the 
newsletter. 
 
But imagine your surprise, when you go there, to be introduced to Welwyn the Bear!  That was the experience of 
John Marks, Chairman of the Society, when he made a quick diversion to see the new development while on a 
business trip to the Far East.  Welwyn the Bear turns out to be the local estate mascot. 
 
More surprises followed – these included the ceremonial opening of the sake barrel as well as throwing “lucky” 
rice cake from one of the recently completed houses to residents of the new estate.  Finally, to cap it all, John had to 
formally name a street while he was there – named after him, no less.
 
 

 
 
 
It just highlights the importance that planners and 
architects the world over place on the town in terms 
of the development of town planning. 
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۩  Broadwater Road West development 
 
We have questioned the proposal to use the “industrial heritage as cue for form, character and identity” of the 
proposed new development. 
 
Whilst we are generally sympathetic to the retention of the buildings that are listed we do not think that their form 
should dictate the “form, character and identity” of the new buildings.  We would rather see the Welwyn Garden 
City “ethos” reflected in these new buildings so as to build strong visual linkage between the town on each side of 
the railway track.  We see the new buildings, therefore, completed in brick rather than, as the only illustration we 
have seen suggests, some sort of rendered and whitish facade.  The latter of course has a higher maintenance cost as 
well. 
 
Whilst the proposals recommend stronger connections between each side of the town, these do not appear to extend 
to linking the appearance of the built environment east of Broadwater Road to the built environment in the town 
centre and beyond on the west side. 
 
The fact is that the division of the town by the railway track has been a source of resentment by many people living 
on the east side of the town for far too long and a strong visual link between the two would assist in reducing that 
division.  Broadwater Road West provides that opportunity.  By emphasising the industrial heritage of the existing 
built area, the new proposals will only serve to continue the separation of the two sides of the town and we believe 
that this is a serious lost opportunity. 
 
We are content with the wish to retain the listed structures whilst ensuring their sympathetic linkage to any new 
buildings that reflect the Welwyn Garden City “ethos”.  We also believe that this would only highlight what we 
believe would be the dramatic nature of this older industrial heritage. 
 
We have lodged our views with the Borough Council. 
 
In the meantime, we suspect that these proposals will run and run as one of the major landowners, Tesco, has 
remained relatively silent on the matter. 
 
۩  An item from The Guardian: 
 
“Vienna’s Sisi palm, a 170-year old tree named after the Empress Elisabeth, out-lived the Austro-Hungarian 
Empire and two world wars, but it got the axe yesterday.  The Chinese fan palm was chopped down because it was 
about to go through the glass ceiling of Europe’s largest greenhouse - the Palm House in the grounds of 
Schönbrunn Palace.  The palm had more than doubled in height, to 25 metres (82ft) in the past 18 years alone [one 
wonders why?].  Günter Wimmer, spokesman for Austria’s federal gardens, said the glass house was under a 
preservation order and so raising the roof was not an option.” 
 
At least the sky is the limit in Welwyn Garden City…or is it? 
 
۩  Update on Sainsbury’s 
 
Members may have seen the proposals that Sainsbury’s have published about the proposed rebuilding of their store 
in the town centre.  Whilst many aspects of the proposals were sound, the Society did raise some 27 different 
issues, many of which Sainsbury’s seemed to have accepted.  Until final proposals are made clear, it is not readily 
possible to form a comprehensive view of what the final store would look like. 
 
However, it is far from clear how determined Sainsbury’s are with their proposals as we sense they are going 
through the motions…and that this may well be tied up in a wider agenda and with other proposals they are making 
in Hertford.  We have written to them seeking clarification. 
 
In the meantime, it is clear that the Borough Council is not convinced that the last published set of proposals is the 
best one for the town. 
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۩  Romfest Sunday 22 June 
 
There will be a celebration of Roman Britain on Sunday 22 June next at Welwyn Roman Baths and around and 
about.  It runs from 11am to 4pm and we are promised a visit from two Roman legions.  There will be many 
displays of life as it was then in this very area.  It is a family day out! 
 

 
 
Details can be found on: http://www.welhat.gov.uk/leisureculture/museumservice/welwynromanday2008 

 
۩  Small flower beds around the town 
 
We have noticed that many shrubs in the small flower beds around the town appear to be dying for lack of proper 
feed.  True, they are pruned and/or cut back once a year but without feed - “manure” to us garden city folk - they 
will surely die. 
 
Here are some examples of what we mean.  After a while, the roses in particular get thin and spindly and will 
surely expire.  Would any member who has more examples of this lack of proper love, care and attention, please 
email their own photographs to the Secretary as soon possible.  This is also something that the committee wishes to 
take up with the Borough Council.  Please ensure that the locations on the photographs are properly identified. 
 

 
 

 

The Secretary’s email address is shaun.oreilly@talktalk.net 
 
۩  Front gardens 
 
As members know, the Society is increasingly concerned about the state of our front gardens which, under pressure 
from the ubiquitous car, are yielding up their hedges and lawns at an alarming rate.  The result is that the unique 
ambience so characteristic of our Garden City is being lost. When these have been the subject of planning 
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permission, the Society has often objected to the proposals where the result was seen as damaging to the street 
scene. 
 
Furthermore, in many front gardens, particularly in the Handside ward, having grubbed out the hedge, the whole of 
the exposed “garden” has been laid down to cobbles, asphalt or shingle, with not a blade of grass or a flower 
anywhere to be seen.  In many cases, there is ample room to accommodate both car and garden and it is certainly 
possible to soften the impact of brick or other hard materials by careful design and judicious planting.  Equally, 
there are many examples of front gardens whose beauty has been enhanced by intelligent planting and these 
continue to be a credit to our town.  
 
However, the position here in the Garden City is similar to other locations where the same trend can be observed.  
It has serious environmental consequences and the government has now challenged the traditional right of 
homeowners to be able to cover their front gardens with asphalt (though this right does not exist for Welwyn 
Garden City residents within the Conservation Areas or within the Management Scheme Area).  This change of 
approach has come about as part of a water saving initiative and a move to reduce flooding.  The measure is 
included in a document published earlier this year by the Department for the Environment, Food and Rural Affairs 
(Defra) and it puts forward proposals aimed at improving water efficiency and conservation in England. 
 
Under the new legislation, surface areas that provide better drainage, such as gravel or porous paving and bricks, 
will no longer require planning permission.  This is all part of the government plan to limit water loss and 
consumption by individuals.  The Environment Secretary, Hilary Benn, has warned of the problems that climate 
change is causing in that droughts and flooding could become worse and more frequent.  The Environment 
Minister, Phil Woolas, when announcing the rules on paving front gardens, spoke of the fact that in the last ten 
years Londoners had paved over the equivalent of 22 Hyde Parks, resulting in more water being ‘runoff’ into the 
sewer system. 
 
The Director of Policy and Strategy at the National Trust discussed the move in a positive light, calling the plan a 
step in the right direction with needed recognition of the amount of water consumed.  Equally, the Royal 
Horticultural Society, which runs the Chelsea Flower Show, has placed special emphasis this year on a front garden 
competition class.  There are fears that the loss of front gardens is changing the nature of urban Britain.  In towns 
and cities, the area of land used as gardens and other green spaces can be crucial to the survival of wild animals and 
plants. 
 
Bob Sweet, the Chelsea Flower Show organiser, is reported in The Times as saying, “We are concerned about the 
loss of gardens and particularly the loss of front gardens, usually for parking.  It inevitably reduces the amount of 
greenery and the amount of biodiversity.  We are concerned about the number being lost to all sorts of things - back 
gardens as well - as they get built on and concreted over.  People are associating wildlife with their gardens more 
these days.  It's not only about growing plants. The biodiversity issue is coming through very strongly.”  It is hoped 
that this new thinking, along with the legislation, will discourage householders to make radical changes to their 
front gardens without first considering the impact on the environment. 
 
In the meantime, we would welcome photographs of what members think are beautiful front gardens and those that 
they would prefer to see re-designed.  However, if you forward any photographs, they must be devoid of any car 
number plates or house numbers since including these could be seen as a breach of the Data Protection Act. 
 
۩  We would very much like to hear any thoughts you might have on Welwyn Garden City, past or present, 
positive or negative.  If anything comes to mind, do please contact the newsletter co-ordinator or, indeed, any 
committee member.  We are not always aware of what you might consider to be a useful insight into some 
important aspect of our town, so any interaction would be a good thing.  Please feel free to either email me on 
sheila.oreilly@talktalk.net or telephone me on 01707 324272. 


