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Dear Member 
 

The Society is working very hard to ensure that its message is getting through about the proposals from 

Tesco plc about its proposed new superstore on its development on Broadwater Road.  We are pleased to say 

that we strongly believe now that we are winning the argument but it is no time to be complacent: rather the 

reverse, we have to reinforce the success we are having and ensure that the bandwagon effect we are 

building is simply unstoppable. 

 

This newsletter again brings you up to date on what is happening (there is a LOT!) and sets out how 

members can get more involved in making things happen.  We have now reached that stage of the campaign 

where we need more people to get involved so that it truly embraces all aspects of town life.  This is 

explained in more detail below and sets out some of the various levels of the campaign.  Don’t just enjoy the 

read, get stuck in: there are roles for all! 

 

Finally, we would remind you that the Annual General Meeting is due to take place on Thursday 21 July in 

the Friends Meeting House, Handside Lane at 8.00pm. 

 

 

 
 

۩  Campus meeting  
 

The Society held another packed out meeting of around some 300 people at Campus West on 8 June last 

with the usual standing room only, despite the Campus fielding all the chairs at its disposal.  This meeting 

covered the immediate findings of the consultant’s report on the retail implications of Tesco’s proposals. 
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Essentially, these findings are mostly supportive of the points the Society has already made in its major 

submission to the Council.   

 

Many of the issues are covered in detail in this newsletter but we also touch on the responses that Tesco has 

now made to some of the Council’s own queries.  These replies cover many of the queries that had been 

raised by both the Council and, indeed, by the Society: they now raise still more.  Our immediate impression 

is that the traffic consequences are even worse than we originally thought. 

 

۩  The retail report by Nathaniel Litchfield & Partners (NLP) 
 

The last meeting at Campus West covered the initial findings of this report.  It is an interim document and is 

open for comment before the final version is agreed between the Council and NLP.  We can expect Tesco to 

be making submissions to the Council on aspects that it does not think are correct just as the Society intends 

to make some comments in areas where, in our opinion, the consultants have failed to understand local 

issues and nuances appropriately. 

 

The main findings are very supportive of the Society’s main submission so far: 

 

Current planning legislation and policy is that supermarket development must be in town centres that are 

designated as such or in direct support of those town centres.  Out of town centres (ie, those over 300m 

outside town centres) are not protected by the legislation or policy.  NLP are clear that the proposed Tesco 

store is an out of town centre proposal. 

 

The new jobs argument: Tesco claims that there will be some 400 new jobs created.  That in itself is correct 

but it is not the full picture.  In an email exchange with the Society, it confirmed that this would be the 

equivalent of 228 full time jobs as its figure of 400 includes a great number of part timers.   The consultant 

retained by the Council indicated that the number of net new jobs arrived at after redundancies at Tesco 

Oldings, Sainsbury’s and Waitrose would be of the order of 50/60.  In terms of full time positions, based on 

Tesco’s email, we have said this probably equates to some 25/30 full time posts.  However, if Morrisons 

closes, then there would be a clear net reduction in food retail jobs. 

 

Tesco’s figures on the impact on other food retailers in town: Tesco claims that its new store will not impact 

other food retailers in town significantly.  NLP do not agree with this as the following quotation 

demonstrates:”…DP9 [Tesco’s consultants] has not assessed the worst level of impact because the base year 

trading levels have been over-estimated…” 

 

Trade diversion from other stores: NLP find that Tesco’s assertions about minimal diversion from other 

stores are questionable.  Again this quotation indicates that they doubt the evidence they are being presented 

with “…we have concerns regarding DP9’s expected distribution of trade diversion to the proposed store (ie, 

the relatively low level of trade diversion from Welwyn Garden City town centre).  To address these issues 

we have undertaken our own independent retail impact assessment…” 

  

Meeting the sequential test: Tesco is supposed to look at all available sites in the town centre (the so called 

“sequential test”) that could be developed to meet its aspirations and to show flexibility in assessing those 

sites.  The Society is clear that Tesco has done a poor job on this and as a result it should be redone.  For 

example, and perhaps the most glaring, Tesco has not properly looked at the John Lewis car park, 

Coronation Gardens, and associated roundabout area within the town centre.  This is an area within the 

emerging town centre plan that is right for re-development…in addition, John Lewis are on record as stating 

that Tesco has failed to approach them about the matter. 

 

Linked trips:  It was a key part of Tesco’s submission that its new store would bring extra business to the 

town centre through more linked trips.  NLP’s opinion is clear:  “…in our view the impact of the Tesco store 

on linked trips to the town centre is likely to be neutral…”  

  

Scale:  Tesco is supposed to be able to demonstrate that its new store will be appropriate in terms of size to 

the benefits that they are claiming to bring to the town.  NLP’s comments are explicit: “…we do not believe 

they [Tesco] have demonstrated the proposed business model is necessary to provide the benefits 

suggested…we do not believe the applicant has demonstrated appropriate flexibility in terms of the size of 

the store…” 



 3

Morrisons:  Whilst we were concerned about the future of Morrisons in Panshanger, NLP have been more 

forthright as this statement bears out: “There is a risk this level of cumulative impact could force the 

Morrisons’ store to close….if the Morrisons’ store closes then the benefit of the Tesco store in respect of 

improved consumer choice and competition would be lost and the distribution of food stores in Welwyn 

Garden City urban area will be inferior”. 

 

That bridge: Despite Tesco’s proposals for a marginal improvement to the pedestrian bridge across the 

railway, NLP are clear that it does nothing to link the two sides of the town together any better than before: 

“In our view the site is not well connected to the town centre.  PPS4 [Government planning policy 

statement] indicates barriers for pedestrians should be taken into account.  In this case, the railway line and 

foot bridge is a significant barrier.” 

 

NLP also states that in its view there is unlikely to be any closure of the major food operators in the town 

centre were the proposed Tesco store to go ahead.  Only Morrisons, which is not in a designated town 

centre, is liable to be closed and it is not afforded any legislative support. 

 

 
Time is running out! 

 

 

Where the report does not support the Society’s 

view is in the impact on the neighbourhood 

shopping centres.  It says that there will be some 

impact but in the great scheme of things this will 

not be detrimental in the longer term.  The 

Society disagrees with this opinion and is 

preparing further evidence to back up its own 

opinion to submit to the Council. 

 

On a purely observed basis, it is apparent that the 

“High Street” is in very deep trouble as a result of 

this recession and because of the switch to 

internet shopping for so many different items.  

Every week that goes by brings news of more 

closures and retrenchments.  It must be obvious 

that there would be massive consequences to the 

town were there to be a rival town centre imposed 

on it. 

۩  The Planning Control Committee 
 

The Society has already highlighted the unsatisfactory rules relating to how many residents can address the 

Planning Control Committee (PCC) when it meets to consider the Tesco planning application later this year. 

 

These rules allow for one person to address the PCC for three minutes on any one application.  However, for 

an application of this size, complexity and importance to the town this is plainly unfair.  There is provision 

for councillors to be able to address the PCC on behalf of their wards but there is a real difficulty here.  With 

exception of just a few councillors, most have remained silent on the issue citing any number of reasons why 

this should be so.  It is hardly convincing for residents who want to ensure that if their councillors speak for 

them they know that they have actually looked into the matter, that they support their residents’ views and 

that they speak with some conviction.  We are experiencing strong doorstep objection to councillors sitting 

on the fence and/or playing party politics and/or hiding behind questionable legalities when the future of the 

garden city is at stake. 

 

As we have already explained, the recommendations from planning officials normally are published between 

five and ten days before the PCC meets.  It is unreasonable for such a complex recommendation to be 

disseminated across the town and for it to be properly understood by residents within such a short time.  

 

The letter sent to the Chairman of the PCC sets out the Society’s position: 
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“Councillor Stephen Boulton 

Chairman Planning Control Committee 

Welwyn Hatfield Borough Council 

The Campus 

Welwyn Garden City AL8 6AE 

 

Dear Sir 

  

Public Speaking at Planning Control Committee 

 

Mindful of your large impending decision on Spenhill’s planning application for Broadwater Road, the 

Welwyn Garden City Society has been looking at the procedures of the WHBC Planning Control 

Committee. 

 

We are struck as to how inappropriate the current procedures are for very large applications, particularly 

those that have attracted hundreds of diverse objections, and believe that your procedures need to be 

changed for such cases. 

 

A review of the procedures of similar committees throughout the country reveals a very wide range of public 

speaking accessibility: from three minutes in total for all objectors (as in WHBC) to councils that allow 

multiple objectors of three minutes each so long as different points are being made. 

 

Over the last few years there have been moves by councils to restrict the length of time spent on public 

speaking objections at planning meetings.  One can understand the pressures to go for such bureaucratic 

expediency and indeed for many applications this would seem a sensible way to operate.   

 

However, many councils recognise that all applications are not the same, either in terms of size or in terms 

of potential impact on the community and so have amended procedures for large and important cases.  We 

would argue that the Spenhill application is such an application and that changes need to be made so that the 

private/commercial interests of those objecting to the application can be seen to be met. 

The Society has been receiving hundreds of objections to the plans on a very wide range of planning issues 

and from all over the town.  Equally, hundreds have put in objections to the Planning Department and many 

have written to their local councillor.   

 

Spenhill’s application is not one for a side extension to a house but probably the most complex planning 

application ever received by the Council.  It has taken the Society many months to understand the intricacies 

of the application itself and indeed the Council planning officials have themselves had to revert to specialist 

consultants. 

 

Your Committee has got to come to a decision on this application and clearly will be influenced by the 

recommendations of your officials.  But you have also to be mindful of the views of the residents and users 

of Welwyn Garden City.  You will only get a feel of these views if you give them more voice at your 

Committee.  We feel this will not be possible unless you amend your procedures. 

 

Failure by your Committee to recognise the need for procedural change on large and complicated 

applications will lead to the charge that the issue was not fully debated in public or the issues made clear to 

the general public.  As it is, the public will have an indecently short amount of time to prepare for any 

presentation to the Committee once the officials’ recommendations are known.   

 

I await your reply.  You will note that I have sent copies to Chris Conway, John Dean and to our MP, Grant 

Shapps. 

 

Yours faithfully 

Dr Malcolm Day 

Vice Chairman  

Welwyn Garden City Society” 
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۩  Impact on the Council’s own finances 
 
The impact of this proposed Tesco development on the Council’s finances will be severe in both the shorter 

and the longer terms. 

 

The proposed new development incorporates a three hour free parking facility that will be detrimental to the 

Council’s own revenue-generating activities as a parking manager. 

 

Any new swimming pool in the Borough will detract from the Council’s own facility in Hatfield and 

threatens its future.  Such facilities are always costly to local authorities in revenue terms and always require 

major refurbishment at periodic intervals.  Existing revenues to the Hatfield swimming pool will be diverted 

to the proposed new swimming facility.  In any event, documents published by the Council relating to its 

own “sports strategy” confirm that it would be beneficial to have a swimming pool within the town by the 

end of the decade.   

 

There will be a further impact on the leisure facilities at the Gosling Sports Park.  Although these are not the 

Council’s direct responsibility, it is to be noted that the park has indicated that the proposed new facilities on 

Broadwater Road threaten its principal revenue stream, its gym, and as a result, the overall future of the 

Gosling Sports Park.  The Council, as the ultimate owner of the land used by the sports park, could be faced 

with the loss of the manager to one of the Borough’s key facilities. 

 

We have said that there is bound to be substantial damage done to the existing neighbourhood retailers to the 

east of Broadwater Road.  These include Bridge Road East, Peartree, Woodhall, Haldens and Hollybush.  

Figures supplied by Spenhill do not separate out these to show what effect there is likely to be.  However, 

the Society feels that the effect will fall disproportionately on certain retailers that will have the effect of 

increasing the empty space in the area.  Most small retailers do not have the resources to match the discounts 

being offered by Tesco, particularly in the six months after a store is opened and when promotions are at 

their most aggressive.  Over time, the Society sees the same effect on these neighbourhood shopping areas as 

in Hatfield – which will result in a call for Borough action and moneys at a later date. 

 

 
 

In addition, many of the neighbourhood shopping centres were developed over many years by the 

Development Corporation originally or later by Borough Council which now remains the landlord of many 

of those premises to this day - this reflects the historical development of the town.  The weakening of the  
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financial position of many of the Borough Council’s existing tenants will inevitably threaten its rental 

revenue streams.  

 

There must also be some concern on the impact of the new development at Moors Walk in Panshanger.  

Further, Tesco has indicated that it sees a very significant diversion of business away from Morrisons there.  

If the latter were to close, it would be a major loss to Panshanger residents, many of whom cannot easily get 

into town.  

 

The proposed new development offers some 344 homes in contrast to the 900 homes that the original plan 

foresaw (these are Spenhill’s own figures).  This is a loss of some 556 homes representing a significant loss 

of potential revenue to the Borough.  If we allow for the building of some 207 homes by Taylor Wimpey at 

the southern end of the site, there is still a shortfall of some 349 that the SPD envisaged.  This is massive 

reduction in future Council revenue, which it might reasonably have expected to receive under the current 

Government’s proposed funding arrangements.  The Society is due to respond to the Council’s invitation for 

consultation in respect of the Council’s ideas for future housing within the Borough when it hopes to expand 

on this issue. 

 

It is to be noted that this Borough already has one town centre in Hatfield that has been wrecked by 

insensitive retail development and which the Borough is currently trying to rectify by promoting a new town 

centre.  This is supported by the Borough funding the compulsory purchase of land to enable that 

development - all this is being done to rectify damage done some two decades earlier. 

 

Currently, the Borough Council has plans and a developer for the site it is assembling there.  Whilst these 

plans are in place there is no funding or a start date for the redevelopment or any known commercial plan in 

place to support that redevelopment.  The redevelopment of Broadwater Road would have a very significant 

impact on both the investment made so far by the Borough Council in terms of compulsory purchase orders 

to assemble the Hatfield site and would, in the Society’s view, mean a reassessment of the viability of the 

entire project. 

 

۩  The town centre 
 

The town centre is shown on the next page, overlaid by an equal sided triangle of 280m in which the anchor 

stores in the town are set at the corners of that triangle and the bulk of the shops are to be found within this 

triangle.  The original town design has followed consistent development over time as the town has grown 

and altered, but it has always remained faithful to this original concept. 

 

The proposals from Spenhill seek to alter that original concept by effectively placing a rival town centre on 

the other side of the railway track.  This plan, which the Society has submitted to the Council, highlights the 

fact that the focus of the town centre would then be confused as the Spenhill proposals take that focus off in 

a different direction.   

 

The front doors of the proposed new Tesco store are some 360m away from the perimeter of the designated 

town centre area and then only at first floor level.  The distance of this proposed new store to, say, John 

Lewis at one of the corners of the town triangle is some 750m. 

 

The pedestrian journey from the proposed Tesco store to the town centre is under or by a very tall building 

(albeit iconic), across a square, a road, up a stairway and across a footbridge that spans the main north-south 

railway line.  Even then, to gain access to ground level, the pedestrian has a choice of two stairs, three lifts 

and three down escalators.  In rainy and/or windy weather, the walk to the town centre is largely open to the 

elements, including the eddying effects of the wind around the grain silo towers, and will not be a pleasant 

prospect.  All this will only increase the perception of shoppers of the distance to the town centre and reduce 

the appeal to walk.  

 

For wheelchair shoppers, this same journey is still a severe obstacle course, despite the proposed erection of 

a wheelchair lift to the footbridge across the railway line. 

 



 7

Town Centre plan diagram 

 

 
 

۩  That bridge 
 

Tesco’s proposals have now been altered as regards the pedestrian bridge across the railway line.  It is now 

designed as a funnel with wider aspect opening onto the Broadwater site but returning to its existing width 

by the time it joins the existing Network Rail part of the bridge across the main railway lines.   The Society 

has indicated that no traffic forecasts have been provided to support any assertion that the bridge will be 

adequate.  It also believes that the proposed location of a ticket vending machine at the head of a flight of 

stairs is inherently dangerous and should not be permitted.  

 

The proposal remains utterly unacceptable as it continues to be an affront to the town. 

 

۩  Lidl signs 
 

You will recall the saga that has accompanied the Lidl signs at Moors Walk.  These were temporary signs 

put up while the building work was continuing.  Lidl were also under a duty to ensure that they were turned 

off at night which the company has failed to abide by and as residents living close by can readily testify.  

The company has now appealed against the Council’s decision to insist on their removal and the appeal is 

being held later this month. 

 

۩  The City Pharmacy 
 

Planning legislation and policy is intended to support the health and vitality of town centres from out of 

town shopping areas but does not protect any retailer from competition within town centres. 
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So in the case of Sainsbury’s they proposed a store about which they consulted the Society.  We made 

around 25 suggestions where its designs could be improved and, after many long discussions, we felt that the 

result would be an improvement to the town as well as moving its architecture onward.  Only when the 

building is fully completed, will we be able to tell what the end result will be like.  It seeks to combine the 

historical aspect of the town with a novel aspect that is still in keeping with the ethos of the place. 

 

When the discussions with Sainsbury’s took place, the Society was assured that there were no plans to open 

a pharmacy within its proposed new store.  We had been approached by a number of members of the Society 

who had indicated that the City Pharmacy was concerned about its future. 

 

When Sainsbury’s requested a change in its plans, we went to see them and the company explained how it 

could add more non-food retail space and improve a couple of other aspects of the design as well.  We felt 

on balance that this was acceptable.  No mention was made of wishing to include a pharmacy within the 

store. 

 

Members should also be aware that the forecasts for retail need in the town up to 2026 state that there is no 

need for any more food retail space but there is a need for more non-food retail space.  Note that, in planning 

terms, this is a factor in weighing the health and vitality argument of town centres.  There are no grounds 

therefore for objecting to Sainsbury’s larger non-food retail space. 

 

The Society takes the view that the re-occupation of a good store on the corner of the town centre site by 

Church Road will have a beneficial impact on surrounding retailers (see separate comments on the pharmacy 

below) and help generate trade across the three major units in town: John Lewis, the Howard Centre and the 

new Sainsbury’s, which happen to be located at roughly equal distances from each other, and which is set 

out in a key diagram that we have submitted to the Council in relation to the Tesco Broadwater application. 

 

When the Society heard of Sainsbury’s plans for a pharmacy, it immediately contacted those with whom it 

had been dealing and drew their attention to the apparent breach of faith in the decision.  This has resulted in 

a meeting between City Pharmacy, local councillors and members of our committee and representatives of 

the company.  We understand that discussions are continuing.   

 

Our view is that, despite the questionable ethics Sainsbury’s may be accused of, they will continue with the 

plans.  There are no planning grounds on which the Society can object.  Likewise, competition law supports 

competition within town centres and it is unfortunate that we can make no complaint under this heading as 

well.  However, our strong view as to Sainsbury’s action has been made clear to the company. 

 

۩  Planning nightmares 
 

We are obliged to a member who sent us this extract from a recent copy of the Guardian. 

 

“When councils are forced to fight planning applications, it costs money that would be better spent on other 

things: 

  

• Top marks to housing minister Grant Shapps for wading into the stinking world of property 

development and planning permission. He wants an end to dreary "Legoland Identikit" 

developments, the public to plan their own environment, and simplified planning laws.  He'll be 

lucky.  Legoland public housing is cheap, which is why councils fancy it, because they can't afford 

much else. 

 

• Perhaps that is because they are sometimes forced to spend squillions fighting planning applications 

from the super-rich: supermarket chains, footballers, bankers and assorted egomaniacs.  We have 

one of these fights going on locally.  We had a lovely old nursing home, Athlone House, on the edge 

of Hampstead Heath.  But why waste such prime real estate on the sick and elderly?  So the NHS, 

being hard up, sold it off.  To a wealthy developer.  The developer promised that if he were allowed 

to build a block of luxury flats, he would restore the charming Victorian building to its original 

splendour.  But he sold it on and the promise was ignored.  The luxury flats were built, the old 

building was left to rot.  
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• The new owner, a Middle Eastern billionaire, preferred to build a palace, costing about £80m, 

including ballroom and staff quarters.  There were more than 500 objections from the public; our 

planning committee unanimously rejected this plan. The billionaire appealed.  What is a squitty half 

a million pounds to such a fellow?  But what is a council supposed to do?  Let it happen?  No.  It 

must fight the appeal, which lasts for weeks, involves a judge, nit-picking solicitors and multiple 

experts and costs countless thousands, which could have perhaps paid for some of the vital services 

it is having to cut.  Even if a council wins these cases, it rarely gets its costs back.  And the 

billionaire can appeal all over again.  And again.  Money no object. 

 

How lovely if Mr Shapps could control architects, make Britain beautiful, and sort out a planning system in 

which a strapped council must spend half the Royal Mint on one spoilt billionaire.  I wish him luck.” 

 

۩  The campaign against Tesco on Broadwater Road 

 
The campaign has been waged on many levels.  Articles in the local paper and on the local radio, 

submissions to ward councillors, visits to ward councillors’ surgeries, and the submission of various papers 

based on research to the planning department.  All this has been aimed at the planning issues that this 

department has now to consider. 

 

It is a very complex application and the latest news that we have is that the planning Control Committee is 

unlikely now to consider the application until October at the earliest – this being a further slip in the 

schedule to which we have been working. 

 

 
Committee members campaigning in the Howard Centre 

 

We now have to make the campaign wider and involve more people in it.  We need more people to gather 

signatures to our petition to the Borough before the application hearing later this year.  This takes a number 

of forms:  we have a regular stand at the Howard Centre; we want to widen this to include all the 

neighbourhood shopping centres and house to house calls.  All these are things that are now being set up and 

most are underway.  We also need to involve more people so that the stands can be manned at different 

times. 
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As more and more people are approached we also want them to register their support for the Society’s 

efforts by displaying one of the Society’s posters in their window or on their property.  Now is not the time 

to be modest about your support for the town.  It is the time to fight for it. 

 

The first groups have been mobilised to collect signatures in their local roads, which they know well.  It is 

surprising that so many people are totally against the Tesco proposals but so far have really failed to register 

that disapproval.  The point that we would make is that silently disagreeing with Tesco’s proposals is of no 

use to anyone.  Public dissatisfaction – PEOPLE POWER - is what is now required to ensure that all levels 

of government (who are likely to be involved in the ultimate decision) are fully aware that the locals in this 

area do not want their town damaged by a large multinational company, however illustrious that company 

may be. 

 

We also need people who have some experience of public relations and who can write articles…essentially 

anyone who can write the Queen’s English so that it can be understood.  We are also anxious to have 

someone whose task is to liaise with local shops throughout the town.  We also need people to deliver the 

newsletter in some areas and to provide holiday cover. 

 

Society members are ideally placed to actively help in the campaign.  The committee needs your 

involvement now, as the committee itself is far too small to do this on its own. 

 

There are some brand new ways of looking at this.  Think of the exercise that you can get while delivering 

newsletters or doing house to house calls; you will meet new people and wonder at the breadth and depth of 

support the Society is generating.  Finally, you might visit parts of the town that you may have written off 

when it was being built and kill off those stereotypes about who lives where…the character of this town is 

worth protecting.  Get stuck in! 

 

We feel that the campaign is going very well and now is the time to ramp it up. 

 

۩  We would still be very interested to hear any thoughts you might have on this newsletter and/or the issues 

within.  Do please contact the newsletter coordinator by email on sheila.oreilly@talktalk.net or telephone me 

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

on page 1) and the relevant committee member will get back to you.  


