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PROPOSED COUNCIL OFFICE EXTENSION 

VERY URGENT ACTION REQUESTED 
 

Dear Member 

 

Once again we have another attack on the town and what it stands for – this time the Council is applying to 

itself for planning permission to erect an extension to its own offices.  Your committee feels it is 

inappropriate for the many reasons set out below.  The Society is asking for the project to be reviewed for 

several reasons.  

 

1. On the face of it, it will not achieve its apparent objectives. 

2. The project appears to be running late even before any building work is undertaken. 

3. It is being rushed through and stands every likelihood of being yet another project fiasco. 

4. It breaks the Council’s own policies in the conservation area. 

5. The Council has ‘validated’ its own application improperly by breaking the rules. 

6. Those driving the project have not gone to consultation, despite being ‘mandated’ to do so. 

7. The design is poor. 
 

 

 
 
 

 
If you agree with us, we urge you to ACT, as it will be your intervention that secures a review and 

brings some sense into the project.  The committee will not achieve this on its own. 

 

The action you can take is set out below in detail but you do need to act before 9 October next. 
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Introduction 
 
The Society has consulted with two architects, one architectural technologist and a space planner with multiple years’ 

experience in building design between them.  Their collective verdict, incorporated into this newsletter, is damning.  

Therefore, your committee wants to see this project properly reviewed before it goes any further, rethought and then 

put out to consultation with the public before it comes back as a new planning application. 

 

The conservation area* 
 

The fact that this proposal is within the conservation area raises serious questions about the Council’s own set of 

values.  The Council’s own Planning Department normally requires any extension to respect the materials and 

setting and to be subservient to the existing building - not bold and assertive. 

 

Significant pressure has been placed on residents and large and small businesses alike to accord with the ‘ethos’ of the 

town in their own buildings.  It is, therefore, inappropriate for the Council to fly in the face of what it is supposed to be 

championing and safeguarding when it comes to its own building requirements.  Its position in seeking to enforce the 

rules within the conservation area will be severely compromised in the future and we do not think this is in the town’s 

best interests. 

 

Regrettably, the Council has ‘form’ in applying different rules to the treatment of its own office building.  In 1978, it 

installed windows in the new extension to its council offices that were clearly out of place with the whole of The 

Campus and its setting.  It also installed air conditioning units on the exterior north wall of its building in College 

Way.  In neither case would it ever have allowed either residents or business to do the same.  So it appears that one set 

of rules applies to the Council while another applies to residents and businesses.  This is manifestly unjust.  

 

The exterior* 
 

It is unfortunate that the Council decided to employ an international, commercial architect to undertake an extension 

to the council offices.  The result is typical of the currently fashionable, bland, corporate style produced by certain 

multi-national architectural practices.  

 

The exterior design of the proposed extension is questionable to say the least.  Whilst the Society would agree that the 

rear elevation of the existing council offices is now a mess - largely the result of the Council’s creation over many 

years - it would welcome good design that moves the architecture of the town forward.  However, we do not consider 

that this proposal does that.  

 

The proposed design shows little respect for the context, materials, proportions, or scale of the original building.  The 

adoption of a new style, forcing it onto a traditional building form, lacks imagination and flair.  It shows little respect 

or understanding of a singular, award winning and much admired building.  The entire concept is out of context and 

sympathy with the original. 

  

The Society is not advocating that the existing building design be copied, far from it.  There is plenty of opportunity 

for a modern approach but the design should blend in with the existing building, as the recent winner of the 2013 Riba 

Stirling Prize for architecture, Astley Castle, clearly shows.  

 

The original town hall was an award winning design won by a little known architect at the time (1936), Cecil Elsom.  

He won the competition for the new town hall in Welwyn Garden City at a time when he was still studying 

architecture at night school at the age of twenty.  He went on to found his own practice and became one of the 

country’s leading architects.  The proposed slab of glass picks up none of the ‘key features’ evident on the original 

building and its subsequent extension, so it sits as an alien insertion without any merit, and fails to complement or 

enhance any of the existing building or its surroundings. 

 

The proposed façade appears to slope inward from top to bottom, suggesting slightly larger floors as the building rises.  

In this case, form and function do not go hand in hand, as the second floor cannot accommodate any more people than 

on the first floor!   
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The Robert Matthew Johnson Marshall extension (built 1978) to the side of the original building is, by comparison, a 

masterpiece of the understated, though it is still ill-served by the window glass that fails to echo the original building -

probably the result of a last minute change at the time of construction.  In any event, it is understood that these 

windows are to be changed, as they are in some way deficient, and that they will be replaced with frames that match 

the original.  The result will be a building that is worthy of the town and to which ill-conceived additions will appear 

all the more incongruous. 

 

Whether intended or not, this latest addition, even with the caption over the door of ‘Council Chamber Entrance', has 

all the pretensions of being the principal façade and thus the entrance to the council offices.  However, it is in fact at 

the rear of the building, and only an entry point for the council chamber.  Therefore, the proposal creates two, likely to 

be confused, front entrances.  The proposed landscaping only reinforces this with its tree and shrub-lined, paved area 

to the doors that are set in a ‘Stonehenge type frame’. 

 

The proposed glazed facade to the ‘rear’, faces approximately south east and will be exposed to the low sun 

penetration autumn through to spring, and despite steps being taken to counter this, could be difficult to control.  

Certainly, by controlling it with solar control glass, there will be more reliance on air conditioning and lighting.   

 

The rear of the current building faces on to the council staff car park.  In the context of any future council plans, it is 

unclear what use this car park space might be given and, therefore, it is unclear how any new façade would ‘fit’ into 

its surroundings.  Currently, this entire proposal appears to be making some ‘statement’ but about what, or over what, 

is unclear. 

 

The interior* 
 

It is, of course, easy to be seduced or otherwise by the ‘pretty pictures’ of the exterior and to ignore the internal 

planning that justifies this exercise; this is of an even poorer quality. 

 

The major part of the proposal involves infilling the existing building of the large recesses between the present north 

and south wings of the council offices for a three storey height.  This creates very deep internal floors and, despite a 

light well inside the building to the first and second floors, the light levels at certain times will be far too bright for 

those close to the window and at other times too dark for those far away.  

 

Comfort levels in the building will depend entirely on artificial light and ventilation, with the resulting high energy 

consumption and running costs; hardly the best example of energy conservation.  This runs counter to the requirement 

for sustainability into the future. 

 

The space created shows a very high density solution without any flair or imagination in the layout.  The occupancy 

levels seem to suggest a density of 4.2m
2
 to 4.7m

2
 per person.  The British Council for Offices (BCO) categorises 4-

6m
2
 as trading or call centre densities.  The space afforded to the 67 people on first and second floors will be so dense 

that no provision has been made for filing cabinets.   

 

Our space planner commented as follows: “The rows of desks are oriented to the windows contrary to HSE 

recommendations; the first two rows should be rotated 90º.  Overall, the layout shows no awareness or consideration 

for current thinking about effective office interiors.  And the designers are obviously planning for a totally paperless 

office (there are only four low filing cabinets shown and these will be used for printing supplies for the printers on 

top), and in 25 years I never encountered an office without filing cabinets.  I reckon for that number of staff, there will 

be at least ten lateral filing cabinets.  Try squeezing them in!” 

 

The ground floor of the single storey extension shows ‘Building Control’ buried 8m to 9m behind the glazed window 

wall and structure (but not picked up by the plans).  Again, the BCO recommends the maximum distance to a window 

from a work station to be 5m to 7.5m. 

 

The council chamber is itself split between a higher area and a lower area that seems to be beloved of councillors 

when ordinary residents are far from impressed with any attempt to create any hierarchy between them and us at any 

stage.  There are currently 48 councillors, whereas there is seating for only 27 on ‘the stage’ area in the proposed 

council chamber.  Splitting elected councillors up to further enforce a hierarchy is old fashioned and unnecessary in 

this egalitarian age. 
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In these days of the need for greater transparency and public engagement, it is unfortunate that the interior council 

chamber will look more like a court room, with the councillors emerging at a higher level from the rear of the 

chamber, thus limiting the opportunity for any contact with the electorate.  If the councillors are sitting on a raised 

area in the council chamber at any time, there would be an appearance of ‘lording it’ over residents below.  Is this the 

impression that any council would wish to give to its residents, or is it to be the other way round, with residents 

looking down on the deliberations of their representatives?  Either way, this concept needs to be rethought as it may 

restrict the use of this public area for wider meetings.  Additional public use is one of the reasons given for the 

creation of this chamber. 

 

The planning application* 
 

When planning applications are submitted, they first have to be ‘validated’ by a validation officer.  The papers for this 

application have been received and ‘validated’ on the same day.  This is unheard of in planning terms in this 

borough…. and it shows.  The documents submitted do not, in our opinion, fully meet the national submission 

standards that the Council enforces on its own residents and local businesses.  Their plans are deficient in a number of 

significant and careless ways.  Residents and businesses alike would have to correct and re-submit their own plans, 

even before the documents could be passed for consideration.  The Council’s action is both unfair and an abuse of 

process.  

 

The consultant’s reports are full of fine words.  One must suppose neither Council nor the consultants want them to be 

read.  They conceal some really sloppy and careless work by organisations that claim to be amongst the most 

reputable in the land.  For example: 

 

1. The principal design consultant seems to think that a Police Training School lies to the north side of College 

Way across the road, when a cursory glance out of the council office windows to the north would reveal a 

newly built block of retirement flats.   

 

2. The energy consultant seems to think he is dealing with St Albans City and District Council! 

 

3. Some of the floor plans are improperly titled. 

 

There are many more errors of this sort that suggest a slapdash and hurried approach to this project, with officers 

having to do things in a rush and with insufficient time to question the application they have been presented with.  

This is very worrying in any project, but especially one which should be around 99.9% correct at this stage.   

 

The Society was shown a design fourteen days earlier that now appears significantly different to the one now in the 

planning application, which gives us little confidence that the detail behind this project has been thought through and 

is correct. 

 

It is interesting to note that the consultants retained by the Council do not even mention that the original building was 

an award winning design; rather they tend to downplay the importance of the building in the context of The Campus.  

Nor do they mention the fact that they would be breaking the Council’s own conservation area policies if this proposal 

were to go ahead.  On the contrary, they suggest that the Council’s policies in this regard changed in 2008, though the 

Society is certain the practice has not.    

 

One is left with impression that this work has been done in a hurry with little comprehension of buildings that are 

wholly characteristic of the town’s architecture and for which visitors from all over the globe come to visit.  The 

town’s position within the development of town planning, or 20
th
 century architecture or urban planning do not even 

get a mention. 

 

At the time of writing, the Society had asked for a copy of the Client Brief given to the designers so that we could see 

how the proposed design matches up with the requirement.  There seemed to be some unwillingness to give us this or 

it is possible that the document was never prepared in the first instance - we would find the latter to be extraordinary 

and very disturbing. We are pursuing this. 

 

We also now understand that the original contractors/designers ceased working on the project and that new ones were 

employed in their place.  We have asked for an explanation of this. 
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The project  
 
This rushed impression is unsurprising when it looks as if the project is already late (between three and six months) 

according to the project submission paper to the Cabinet earlier this year.  It requires that the Council’s Bridge Road 

East offices are vacated by 31 December 2015.  This now appears to be an unlikely prospect. 

 

The project is also significantly dependent on the successful delivery of IT products to reduce the amount of filed 

paper in the existing buildings.  It also requires the emptying of the existing council office building of staff, 

decamping to temporary premises, followed by refilling it as redevelopment work proceeds.  Both add to the risks in 

project delivery on time and within budget if this goes as planned.  The high risk nature of the project is acknowledged 

and steps appear to being taken to reduce those risks.  At the time of writing we had not been able to read a further 

planning application that related to reducing those risks, as it was not accessible on the Council’s web site. 

 

All this is worrying enough, but in the context of this Borough Council’s lamentable record on public building and 

project management, residents should be truly alarmed at the prospects for this one.  Very recently, we have had the 

King George V football pitches disaster (see note 1) and the High Ropes fiasco (see Note 2), and over the years, we 

have seen a seemingly endless rejigging of Campus West, because the project was not fully thought through in the 

first place.  There have been major revamps and work on the Hatfield Swim Centre due to poor construction 

supervision and maintenance and, of course, the demolition of the Forum Theatre in Hatfield after endless attempts to 

correct the workings of an always suspect ‘stage lift’.  Regrettably, the Council’s record is poor and this planning 

application only reinforces the perception that this project, as it stands, is likely to reinforce that view. 

 

It beggars belief that the Borough Council has allowed itself to fall into a situation where those involved have known 

for the best part of 25 years that the offices in Bridge Road East had to be vacated by 31 December 2015 and it 

appears to be late on the timetable already.  How could this happen? 

 

The whole borough must be truly sick of paying for failed projects which have been driven through with inadequate 

thought, poor design and, in this case, not just zero consultation with residents but also without the knowledge of the 

many elected councillors that the Society initially consulted on this matter:  they knew nothing of the design when the 

Society spoke to them. 

 

Why is this being done at all? 
 

The business proposition for the whole project assumed that the new building would house the 140 council staff who 

currently occupy its Bridge Road East offices; it fails to do so.  It will cope with 120 staff members and the difference 

will be accounted for by home working. 

 

Staff occupying the new council offices will be overcrowded from the outset.  Furthermore, there is no room for 

expansion, so the Council would not be able to undertake any other function that central government may choose to 

delegate to it, as it reorganises the nation’s affairs from time to time.  Set against the likely projected number of houses 

and residents the Council may have to accommodate as part of its future strategy, the design and function of this 

whole building seems to be desperately short sighted. 

 

Decisions have also been taken to change the Campus West building to incorporate two extra cinema screens, soft 

play area and upgrade other facilities and this is being run to a timetable that is equally demanding.  This explains why 

the council chamber is being planned to move into the council offices proper. 

 

No one can fault the wish to save on expenditure, but it should be done prudently and with better project management.  

At present, it all appears to be done outside any strategic context - just one to save as much money as possible.  There 

may be an adverse consequence for staff morale which, in any event, is far from high at the moment and this does not 

even get mentioned.  This will surely lead to a poorer service for residents. 

 

Communication 
 

The project was set up to be run by a triumvirate consisting of the Chief Executive, Michel Saminaden, the Council 

Leader John Dean and the Deputy Leader Alan Franey. 
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In February of this year, the full Council requested that an all-party group be set up to monitor the project.  This 

consisted of the Vice Chairman and representatives of the other parties and with the Council Leader as a ‘reserve 

member’.  The membership of this ‘Member Reference Group’ was not settled until April and its job was to keep all 

other elected members fully informed. 

 

It seems to us that details of the proposals were not passed from the Member Reference Group to many, if not most, 

elected members as the Society can testify when it approached a number of them.  They were unaware of what was 

being proposed until the Society raised the matter.  So far as we can see, the workings of these groups, together with 

those of the team working on Campus West, are not in the public domain.  We have asked for this to be clarified. 

 

So, effectively, the entire project has been managed out of the public’s view, despite the fact that the original control 

group was tasked to agree the detailed designs ‘subject to the usual planning and associated consultation processes’. 

 

It is our belief that the ‘usual consultation processes’ means asking residents what they think of the proposals, taking 

their input on board and adjusting the proposals in the light of that consultation.  None of this has happened and no 

allowance has been made for this to take place now that this planning application has been lodged.  In the light of the 

Council’s history, the course of action adopted seems to be foolhardy.  It looks like a multi-million memorial to this 

administration all conducted in secret. 

 

For a project involving some £4M+ of OUR money, this approach is quite wrong.  As it is, the costs of the Campus 

West spending, as well as a dilapidation liability on the Bridge Road East building, are likely to bring the total ‘one 

off’ cost nearer £7M. 

 

If the Council thought that it was necessary to properly consult over the Stanborough Trees (Note 3) disaster, then it 

really ought to do so on this much larger project.  Experience should alert all councillors to the fact that managing 

things in isolation without involving the public only leads to disaster. 

 

Conclusion 
 

We elect members of the Council to look after our interests and to make difficult decisions about our future, but we 

also elect those same people to be brave enough to call for projects to be reviewed when it would appear that these are 

out of control even before any building work has begun., otherwise it will all end in tears and place even more cost on 

the residents across the Borough….again. 

 

Finally, this proposal stands every chance of being nominated for the annual competition for the worst designed 

building in the UK - the ‘Carbuncle Cup’.  

 

Notes 
 
1. The King George V playing field disaster:  Some £200, 000 was lent or granted to Finesse Leisure (part of the 

Council in all but name) to build some all-weather football playing pitches.  These were installed, but the noise 

from players was so great that nearby residents went to court for an injunction to have the pitches shut down.  The 

residents won and the playing fields are now unusable at any time of the day.  We surmise that this has happened 

because there was a failure to communicate and consult with immediate residents in the first place.  No formal 

explanation has been made so far as we know. 

 

2. The High Ropes fiasco:  Some £500,000 has been spent on a high ropes obstacle system in Stanborough Park 

which was never the subject of consultation.  This followed a consultation some years earlier when people asked 

for a replacement pool or a wet play area, similar to the one that had been inside Splashlands.  The wet play area 

was approved for phase two of the current development but when it may eventually materialise is currently 

unknown, as it is dependent on the income from the high ropes project.  Before the scheme was approved, the 

Society wrote to the press pointing out this discrepancy and indicating that this was money likely to be wasted.  

Local politicians were marshalled to say that we were a bunch of killjoys, or words to that effect.  Meanwhile, it is 

fourteen years since Splashlands shut down.  
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As it unfortunately turned out, before the facility was even opened and during a pre-opening event on 19 June this 

year, an unknown female unfortunately fell from the upper levels severely injuring herself.  An enquiry is being 

conducted but the circumstances of the accident are still unknown to the public, even though the Welwyn Hatfield 

Times newspaper has repeatedly sought to pursue the matter.   Meanwhile, the new facility remains closed.    

 

3. Stanborough trees:  In August 2008 the Council decided to fell the bulk of the Lombardy Poplar trees in the car 

parks in Stanborough Park.  It called a meeting at short notice, where an attempt was made to justify the decision 

on health and safety grounds.  This was met with derision, as the prime reason the trees were in such a poor 

condition was the lack of regular pruning as originally planned.  All sorts of explanations then followed that made 

little sense until the Council finally agreed to a proper consultation on what should happen and agreed it would 

listen.  

  
Should you wish further clarification or more information concerning the issues in this newsletter, please get in touch 

with the newsletter coordinator, Sheila O’Reilly, by email on sheila.oreilly@talktalk.net or by telephone on 01707 

324272.  Alternatively, you can go online and approach the Society via the website (given at the top of page 1) and the 

relevant person will get back to you. 

 

 

 

ACTION PLEASE 
 

                              Full details of the application can be found at: http://tinyurl.com/qjqz3j9 

 

If you agree with us, there are three things you can do: 

 

1. Write or email the Council Planning Department under reference ‘Council Office Extension reference   

N6/2013/1938/MA’ stating you object.  The subjects that are valid reasons for objections are all marked with 

a * against the titles in this newsletter.  We suggest you especially highlight the issue of the Council’s breach 

of its own rules in the conservation area.  Objections should be lodged not later than 9 October next.  You can 

do this by looking at the web site shown above and clicking on ‘comment’ at the foot of the page, or you can 

email the Planning Department at: 

 

planning@welhat.gov.uk 

 

2. Alternatively email or write to the Chief Executive, Michel Saminaden - again quoting the same reference - 

referring to any of the points in this newsletter, indicating that you want to see a review.  His email address is: 

 

 m.saminaden@welhat.gov.uk 

 

If you are sending a letter or intending to hand deliver it, the address is: 

 

Council Offices 

The Campus 

Welwyn Garden City AL8 6AE 

 

3. As well as doing the above, contact your ward councillor by any means possible on the same lines.  It is best 

to confirm this also in writing, since they are bound to then pass your letter on to the Planning Department for 

recording.  A full list of the ward councillors in the town is shown in this newsletter.  Note that those who 

come up for election in May 2014 will be mindful of their future position and those that sit on the 

Development Management Committee (formally the Planning Control Committee until earlier this year) are 

key people who need to know how strongly residents feel on the matter. 

 

 


