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Context 
 

The Welwyn Garden City Society is concerned about what may be lying beneath the surface on the land 

referred to by Welwyn Hatfield Borough Council as ‘WGC5’.  The current landowners are promoting this site 

as a large housing development and country park as part of the Welwyn Hatfield Borough Council’s Local 

Plan. If permitted, this development would be known as ‘Birchall Garden Suburb’. 
 

Our research suggests that a significant part of the land was used as an open dumping ground for waste from 

London and the locale for around 70 years but, unfortunately, it is currently unclear as to what was actually 

deposited there over these decades. 

Archive aerial photo of the WGC5 area from August 1972 .         

Photo supplied by: NCAP / ncap.org.uk. 
 

 

http://www.wgcsoc.org.uk/
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This document presents what information the Society has been able to gather about the site and asks anyone 

with further and perhaps more detailed information, or from their own recollections of operations there, to 

contact the Society by emailing wgcsociety@live.com. 
 

The information gathered from research conducted so far is set out below and is provided in good faith.  We 

must add a disclaimer that we cannot guarantee it is 100% accurate and it is definitely not 100% complete.  

However, we see this document as a catalyst for a broader discussion about the site as it may now become a 

place where people live and children play and attend school. 
 

In that context, we believe every check should be made to ensure that any risk posed to human health by 

whatever lies beneath the ground should be properly investigated by those bearing that responsibility.  There 

is no doubt that there is more to be found out and the information that follows is already in the public domain.  

The East Herts District Council and Welwyn Hatfield Borough Council will be advancing their plans, 

hopefully together, for this large swathe of green belt land.  Today, it is undulating green fields and young 

woodland, but with the reduced environmental regulation and record keeping of less enlightened times, what 

lies beneath is a question that needs thorough investigation and consideration. 
 
The following page shows an illustrative master plan from the developers, Tarmac, who now own the site 

after a recent restructure and reorganisation of the former parent company, Lafarge Tarmac.  Tarmac's 

illustrative site plan is also available on line at: http://www.tarmac.com/media/957187/birchall-garden-suburb-

boards-1-10.pdf 
 

mailto:wgcsociety@live.com
http://www.tarmac.com/media/957187/birchall-garden-suburb-boards-1-10.pdf
http://www.tarmac.com/media/957187/birchall-garden-suburb-boards-1-10.pdf
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Tarmac’s plan for ‘Birchall Garden Suburb’. 
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The Society undertook a search of the Environment Agency's (EA) records for the site.  We overlaid their map 

of the former landfill site on top of the map on the previous page.  The result can be seen below with the pink 

area being designated as historic landfill.  This overlay may not be 100% to scale but we believe it to be 

sufficiently accurate for our purpose.  The pink area shown is recorded as historic landfill (EA data). 

 

 

 
      Pink area reflects Environment Agency data. 
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History of landfill at Cole Green/Holwell Hyde (WGC5 in planning terms) 

 
Long term residents of the town will remember that the Cole Green tip has been a local feature as far back as 

the 1960s.  It had been in operation prior to the 60s but, of course, waste management has never been as well 

recorded or as well legislated as it is today.  Before becoming a tip for local residents, it appears to have been 

a dumping ground for all manner of waste, much of it brought to the site by road or rail from London.  The 

Society carried out a small piece of research on London's waste handling in the early 20
th
 century.  The 

Ministry of Health was formed in 1919 and a Mr Jess Dawes was appointed the department's first Inspector of 

Public Cleansing and Salvage.  In 1929 he released a landmark report, catchily entitled ‘Report of an 

Investigation into the Public Cleansing Service in the Administrative County of London’, or more commonly 

known as the Dawes Report.  It proposed new ways for London to manage its worsening waste problem.  It 

promoted a coordinated management of household and industrial waste, including a requirement to dump 

waste in landfill sites outside London, in the Home Counties.  Apparently, Hertfordshire County Council 

objected to London's waste being dumped locally, but it seemed powerless to do much about it.  Interestingly, 

'Holwell Hyde dump' is specifically mentioned within the Dawes report (from 1929) as a site where rubbish 

from London is brought in by train to be spread on the ground. 

 

The Environment Agency records show that the Holwell Hyde/Cole Green tip first received waste way back 

in 1920 and shows that it received its last waste in 1990, so it appears the site was receiving waste, much of it 

from London, for at least seventy years. 

 

The suitability of the site would seem to be based, not only good road links (the Great North Road is nearby), 

but also the branch railway line running alongside, which is now known as the Cole Green Way of course.  

Rail enthusiast web sites about former lines and services show that although the passenger service on the line 

ceased in 1951, the line remained open for goods traffic to the tip until 1966.  Dr Beeching's now infamous 

report ‘The reshaping of Britain’s Railways’, which lead to the closure of thousands of miles of branch lines 

throughout the country, was published in 1963 and may have hastened the line's demise. 

 

There is a short audio recording of one of the railway workers describing the trains of rubbish coming up from 

London and his part in the operation.  This is available on the Herts Memories web site: 

 http://www.hertsmemories.org.uk/multimedia/Ashburton.mp3  
 

Our research indicates that the rubbish trains originated from a freight depot called Asburton Grove, which 

was located where the Arsenal Emirates Stadium stands today.  The trains were ironically nicknamed the 

Ashburton Grove Pullmans (Pullman's being the name of 1
st
 class luxury trains).  The long wagon trains came 

north up the main line to Welwyn Garden City junction and went east on the branch line toward Hertford to 

reach the Holwell Hyde tip and/or west along the Luton line to another tipping site called Blackbridge.  At 

Blackbridge, like Holwell Hyde, there were sidings used for disgorging rubbish.  This former site can now be 

found alongside the Ayot Greenway cycle track just outside Wheathampstead.  According to the EA, this site 

operated between 1920 and 1980 and had the same categories of waste that Holwell Hyde is reported to have, 

as shown further in this document.  There is no reason to suspect that the waste deposited at Blackbridge was 

any different to that deposited at Holwell Hyde, but we stand to be corrected on that point. 
 

It is interesting to note that there was a protracted battle (from 1990 until 2009) to have Blackbridge tip re-

opened by Redlands/Lafarge.  It was put forward by Lafarge as a site for inert landfill but this was eventually 

defeated by a well fought and determined local campaign.  It was claimed that re-opening the tip could result 

in polluting the River Lea which runs nearby. 
 
The photo overleaf from 1970 shows a rubbish train bound for Blackbridge.  This is most likely to be the same 

type of train, or even the same train that went to Holwell Hyde.  These trains had a reputation for smelling 

dreadful and were apparently known locally as Stink Trains.  There is one brief story on a former 

railwayman's web forum that reads as follows:  
"In the autumn with leaf fall the train could and did stall in this section where residents’ gardens ran up to the 

branch line boundary.  I remember one such event while in the garden of a house on Brockswood Lane, one of 

the Paxmans making lots of smoke, the train not making progress despite lots of noise, and rats jumping or 

falling off the wagons." 

http://www.hertsmemories.org.uk/multimedia/Ashburton.mp3
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This would have been a Blackbridge bound train that must have travelled under the White Bridge.  In 1922, 

the famous local playwright, George Bernard Shaw, complained about the pests and smell emanating from 

Blackbridge and the trains, quoting Exodus thus, "Behold: I will send swarms of flies upon thee".  He then 

asked, "What has Hertfordshire done to deserve this plague?” 

 
If you know of any photographs of the former landfill site in operation at Holwell Hyde, please do get in touch 

as they seem very difficult to track down.   

 

Going back further, local archives also seem to show that at the end of the 19
th
 century, Earl Cowper had 

leased the railway sidings that adjoined the branch line in order to operate a sand and gravel pit on the site, the 

same site where waste began to be dumped from 1920.  The pit can be seen in the maps on the following page. 

 

Photo courtesy of David Cotton.  Note the open wagons and crane grabbers 
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Above: OS map from 1945.  The pit and dump is by the railway siding and where it says 253 inside the red 

boundary. 

 

 

OS map from 1956 clearly showing the railway sidings and extent of the former gravel pit.  

 

There are several telling references to the site by the Medical Officer for Health for Islington Borough 

Council. In 1935 he wrote: 

 

“A scheme for handling the refuse at the Disposal Depot, Ashburton Grove, is now completed and the 

construction will be started almost immediately. This scheme, which is thoroughly up-to-date, will carry out 

the loading of railway wagons, etc., in a most hygienic, cleanly and economic manner. Both house and trade 
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refuse, and sweepings and gully silt, are sent by rail to contractors' dumps at Blackbridge and Holwell Hyde, 

Herts, where the material is deposited in layers approximately 6 feet in depth, each layer being covered with 9 

ins. of soil and otherwise treated in accordance with the recommendations of the Ministry of Health.”  

 

Also, another quote from the same source, but a year previously, is shown below; it does not go into details as 

to just what was lax. 

 

“The Medical Officer of Health visits with the Cleansing Superintendent the dumping grounds where the 

contractors dispose of Islington refuse. A special visit was made while the Survey of the Public Health 

Services was being made by the Ministry of Health representatives during the summer. The visit occurred just 

before the August holiday with Dr. Parsons to Holwell Hyde, Cole Green, Herts., one of the dumping places, 

and conditions were found to be very lax. The contractors subsequently admitted that the complaint was 

justified, and that the laxity was due to the inefficient supervision by a foreman who had been temporarily 

appointed. They took immediate action, dismissed the man, and ensured proper supervision.”  

 

The Medical Officer for Stoke Newington wrote in 1937: 

 

“Subsequently, at a meeting of the Council held on the 10th January, 1938, it was agreed to increase the 

figure to 7s. 3d. per ton as from the 25th October, 1937, owing to the provision by the London and North 

Eastern Railway Company of 45 special 50-ton wagons to take the refuse from Ashburton Grove Depot to 

shoots in Hertfordshire. The refuse from this Borough is conveyed to the Islington Borough Council's Depot at 

Ashburton Grove and tipped into conveyors at that Depot. The refuse is then carried along moving belts, 

sorted and automatically tipped into railway waggons, which are properly trimmed and covered before being 

dispatched.”  

 

It can be assumed the 'two shoots' in Hertfordshire are the same as in Islington as they leave from the same 

London Station, that is, Holwell and Blackbridge.  

 

The Medical Officer for Southgate wrote in 1957: 

 

“The Minister duly gave approval to the scheme submitted by the Council, and disposal of refuse by 

incineration ceased to operate with effect from 31st December, 1957. When the reconstruction work is 

completed later this year, the unloading of collection vehicles, extraction of salvage and re-loading of refuse 

into large capacity vehicles for transporting to a tipping site in Hertfordshire will be carried out entirely 

within closed buildings. Dust extraction plant will be installed at essential points further to reduce the  

dissemination of fine dust into the atmosphere, and to improve working conditions for the staff. At the time of 

writing, the demolition work, including the taking down of the 140 ft. chimney, is nearing completion, and the 

building work to house the new handling plant is under way. During the period of reconstruction, the refuse 

collection vehicles are unloaded on open ground adjoining the works, and the refuse is then re-loaded by 

mechanical shovel on to large capacity vehicles and transported to the tipping site in Hertfordshire.”  

 

It seems very likely that this was also to Holwell tip, although now the rubbish is being brought in on lorries. 

Those residents we spoke to who recall visiting the site to dump household waste in the 1970s, remember 

watching commercial lorries arriving many times daily to dump rubbish from London.  Local recollections are 

that by the early 1970s the pit was no longer a pit as it had been filled, and the rubbish was now being dumped 

on a growing mound, rather than a recess.  The area was also concurrently used as the town’s local refuse tip. 

Indeed locals may recall going there as children and being fascinated by old television sets and other 

household goods strewn across the ground for some considerable distance.  
 

Our research also found the aerial photograph on the front of this document and shown again below. Taken in 

August 1972 it shows the extent of the site at that time, after 52 years in operation. It appears that the area 

earmarked for most of the new housing now was not by this point being worked as landfill. Although the EA 

map does designate it as historic landfill, so presumably this took place earlier on. Zooming in to photo you 

can see dozens of vehicles, probably lorries, across the site. It looks very busy indeed. 
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(Note: WGC has licenced this photo for use in this document). 

 

 

 

 

Current and former waste site entrance on A414 
Site of current fishing lake 
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What does the Environment Agency say about the site today? 
 

The pink areas on the previous site map (page 4) showed the historic landfill areas. These cover just about all 

of the land south of Birchall Lane, probably at least half of the total area covered in the Tarmac illustrative 

plan. The EA web site also shows categories of known waste: 
 

 

 For the Cole Green site the EA information offered is shown below: 
 

Site name  Cole Green 

Site address  Hall Grove, Welwyn Garden City, Hertfordshire 

operator   null 

no.   0 

 

Types of waste buried: 

 

A 'Yes' is shown in the right hand box where there is evidence that the type of waste may have been buried. If 

there is no evidence or no data currently available, then the box is left blank. 

 
Inert: 
Waste which remains largely unaltered once buried such as glass, concrete, 

bricks, tiles, soil and stones. 

Yes 

Industrial: 
Waste from a factory or industrial process. It excludes waste from mines, 

quarries and agricultural wastes. 

Yes 

Commercial: 
Waste from premises used wholly or mainly for trade, business, sport, 

recreation or entertainment. Excludes household and industrial waste.  

Yes 

Household: 
Waste from dwellings of various types including houses, caravans, houseboats, 

campsites, prisons and wastes from schools, colleges and universities. 

Yes 

Special: 
Waste that has hazardous properties and is defined in the Special Waste 

Regulations 1996. Such properties may be flammable, irritant, toxic, harmful, 

carcinogenic or corrosive.  

Yes 

Liquids/sludge: 
Industrial wastewater, sewage sludge and chemical wastes mixed with 

municipal solid waste. 

Yes 

Waste control measures: 

A 'Yes' is show in the right hand box where there is evidence that control measures may have been taken at 

some point during the sites lifetime. If there is no evidence or no data currently available, then the box is left 

blank. 
Gas control: 
Landfill gas, which includes methane and carbon dioxide, is produced during 

the decomposition of waste organic material. Methane is flammable and an 

asphyxiant in confined spaces. It is also a greenhouse gas. Control measures 

may include venting the gas away or burning it off.  

Yes 

 

All categories of waste are indicated as present and perhaps the 'special' category is the most concerning.  Gas 

control is also mandated here by the EA.  Visitors to the area near the fishing lake may have seen the many 

vents coming out of the ground.  These are to allow the escape of methane and other gases (more about this 

follows later). On the eastern side of the site, adjacent to the A414, it appears that two fairly recent monitoring 

points have been installed, seemingly to allow the monitoring of water and ground gas, see following photos. 
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Gas vents near Holwell Hyde Lane. 

 

 

We have made enquiries as to who currently holds responsibility for monitoring the site.  The Environment 

Agency points out that the site is currently classified as ‘Historic Landfill’, meaning they have no regulatory 

obligations or powers regarding the site, including any monitoring requirements.  However, if there was 

evidence of pollution leaving the site and having an impact, they would act. 

 

From comments we have had back from them they believe the Borough and/or District Council has/have a 

duty to ensure compliance with relevant conditions relating to the existing planning permission for the site, 

and that they are also responsible for Human Health risks and managing contaminated land sites within their 

areas.  There is a document from DEFRA called Environmental Protection Act 1990: Part 2A Contaminated 

Land Statutory Guidance.  It contains the following on page 6: 

 

“Part 2A requires that local authorities cause their areas to be inspected with a view to identifying 

contaminated land, and to do this in accordance with this Guidance. Relevant sections of the Act include: 
 

(a) Section 78B(1): Every local authority shall cause its area to be inspected from time to time for the purpose 

– (a) of identifying contaminated land; and (b) of enabling the authority to decide whether any such land is 

land which is required to be designated as a special site.” 
We are not aware that the above has been carried out by Welwyn Hatfield Borough Council (WHBC), though 

that is not to say it has not happened.  However, the above statements do clarify what the duties of local 

authorities are. 
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Other information found 
 

The National Home Building Council has an informative document about the requirement to monitor gases. 

With regard to Landfill sites, the following extract is informative: 

 

“Methane is the principal constituent of landfill gas, often having a concentration of up to 65%v/v, alongside 

carbon dioxide at concentrations up to 35%v/v. Trace amounts of carbon monoxide, mercaptans, volatile 

aromatic compounds, hydrogen sulphide, organosulphur compounds and esters will generally also be present, 

potentially along with numerous other compounds (LFTGN03). Landfill gas is generated by the 

biodegradation of waste materials due to the actions of micro-organisms and is produced at varying rates 

during the decomposition cycle.  Landfill gas can form under both aerobic and anaerobic conditions 

(although anaerobicconditions are optimum). 
 
The nature of landfill sites means that large quantities of degradable waste are present, resulting in high gas 

generation rates over long periods of time.  Municipal solid waste can be rapidly degraded and constituent 

concentrations reduced due to degradation of organics and the sequestration of inorganics.  According to 

Pohland and Harper (1986), there are five distinct phases of waste decomposition as shown in Figure 2.1.” 

 

Figure 2.1: Waste Decomposition Phases (Pohland and Harper, 1986) 
 

Note: There is no indication on the graph above as to what the horizontal scale represents... is this days, 

months, or even years? 

 

Recent site surveys undertaken on behalf of Tarmac 

 
During 2014, Tarmac commissioned three extensive site surveys from a specialist engineering consultancy,  

HaskoningDHV (http://www.royalhaskoningdhv.com).  These surveys took soil samples from across the site 

and sent them off for expert certified analysis.  Each of the reports covered a specific part of the overall site. 
 

The first covered an L-shaped parcel of land on the southern side of the site, where a significant number of 

homes are proposed, it was titled: 
 

WGC5 Site Characterisation Generic Quantitative Risk Assessment - Dated 28/04/14 
 
The second covered the centre portion of the site, mostly the area being promoted for a new Country Park 

formerly much of the former dump area. That was titled: 

http://www.royalhaskoningdhv.com/
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Cole Green Former Mineral Workings Soil Survey and Generic Quantitative Risk Assessment 

6/10/2014 
 
The third report covered the remaining part of the site, the area north of Birchall Lane, the East Herts portion 

of the site, and was titled: 
 

Birchall Farm Site Characterisation and Generic Quantitative Risk Assessment 
6/10/14 

 
All of these reports were submitted to WHBC, as such they are in the public domain and available under 

Freedom of Information legislation.  However, it would appear to us that the Environment Agency was only 

sent the first one published ‘WGC5 Site Characterisation Generic Quantitative Risk Assessment' and not the 

other two which cover the majority of the proposed Country Park area.  
 
They are very technical and very long surveys, almost 1300 pages.  The Society has trawled through the 

documents and, as ordinary people (ie, not technical experts) offer some extracts which seem important 

enough to be aware of.  These are noted in Appendix 1 at the end of this document. 
 

 

In summary 
 

There is clearly a very long history indicating some part of the proposed new development could be on, or 

least very close to, contaminated land.  We know something about which contaminants exist on some parts of 

the site, but clearly there is more work to be done.  This, together with the waste categories indicated as 

present by the Environment Agency, suggests that a significant and no doubt costly piece of work could be 

required before this site was deemed fit to house a new community, including a new secondary school 

according to the latest revision of the WHBC Local Plan.  The longevity of waste operations on the site 

indicates that a large amount of potentially unsafe material may still reside below the surface.  The Country 

Park area especially would seem to need more investigation to understand what risks to health may be present.  

The toxic chemicals found in the third report “arsenic, barium, cadmium, chromium, nickel and zinc” were 

discovered at 2.3m below ground level as part of the water surveying.  However, the surveying of the Country 

Park area was far shallower, only up to 1.0m and often less, and was not a 'Controlled Water' survey but only 

a soil sample, according to the survey text. 
 

 

Welwyn Garden City Society, along with other local groups, would certainly push for transparency regarding 

what lies beneath this site, and what may be disturbed if a new housing development is placed on it and before 

even ground is broken. It can be envisaged that more detailed scientific surveys would be needed to ascertain 

the state of the site in order to gauge the potential risk it may pose to anyone living on or visiting the area. 

 

The Society is still researching this area in the hope of gaining more insight into activities undertaken there.  If 

you have any information about the site or memories of what went on while the tip was in operation, please do 

get in touch with us at wgcsociety@live.com. 
 
This new development is being promoted as a new Garden Suburb as part of the Local Plan for Welwyn 

Hatfield, which implies that green spaces and gardens will be a dominant feature, rather than covered areas 

and hard standings to cover up the natural ground.  The latest suggestion from WHBC is that 1,200 homes 

could be built on the portion of the site that sits within the Welwyn Hatfield Boundary and even more are 

destined for the East Herts portion of the site.  It is not yet clear what actions the local authorities have taken 

with regard to their contaminated land obligations as described above.  Clearly, it would appear that they have 

some responsibility to do this based on the information we have collected. 
 

Tarmac is keen to impress that its development proposal is a modern take on Garden City principles.  That 

being so, the issues raised in this paper in relation to the former use of much of its land should be fully 

mailto:wgcsociety@live.com


14 

investigated.  It is possible that the costs of properly de-contaminating the site could be considerable.  Most 

importantly, new families making their lives on the site, children attending school and those using the new 

Country Park will not want to have any nagging doubts about what may be sitting not far below their feet. 
 

Most of this land has been out of use and largely out of bounds since the rubbish tip closed and, having looked 

at the history of the site, it is fairly easy to understand why that is.  The central area could have been made into 

a Country Park decades ago, but instead it remains mostly  fenced off.  People can draw their own conclusions 

as to the possible reasons for that.  
 

This document seeks to bring to the attention of all local stakeholders in this development proposal matters 

which have so far gone unreported and unmentioned in the glossy poster boards and pamphlets designed to 

promote this site as a solution to the immediate housing shortage in our area. 

 

The very recently published (August 2016) Draft Local Plan for Welwyn Hatfield makes no mention of the 

history of the site and the possible implications of the historic landfill. It promotes the site as “Formal and 

informal open spaces for leisure and recreation, including play areas, sports fields, allotments and community 

orchards” and “one 2 form entry primary school with Early Years provision.” and an employment area. The 

Haskoning site report carried out on behalf of Tarmac, which covers the central part of the site, states  

 

“The proposed development would see the site utilised as public open space.  In the context of the proposed 

development the potential risk to end uses is likely to be greatly influenced by the extent of the asbestos and 

activities undertaken across the public open space.  For example, newly constructed engineered footpaths 

could provide a further barrier between any asbestos and site users, whereas sporting activities such as 

football could cause the erosion of vegetation/disturbance of asbestos brought to the surface by burrowing 

animals resulting in fibre release to the atmosphere.” – Further quotes from the Haskoning reports can be 

found in the Appendix below. 

 

 

The Society hopes that this new tranche of information as highlighted here will be taken on board by local 

decision makers as the proposal to develop this site moves forward. Planning Officers, elected members and 

other key individuals should consider the implications of all the information presented here when they come 

to make informed decisions about the future of the WGC5 site. There is much at stake for our town and its 

current and future residents. Major development proposals like this should in our view leave no stone 

unturned, the consequences of not applying thorough due diligence to the planning process would be severe 

and could impact current and future generations of Welwyn Hatfield residents.  

 

 

The WGC Society, August 2016. 

 

 
 

Appendix 1 follows. 
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Appendix 1 - Summaries of the Royal Haskoning DHV Surveys 

 
What follows is a summary of all three in turn. 

 

Survey 3: Birchall Farm Site Characterisation and Generic Quantitative Risk Assessment 
 
This document covers the land being promoted for development at Birchall Farm and is north and south of 

Birchall Lane, and bordering the A414.  The southern part borders the former landfill site at Cole Green 

mineral workings.  It states that future development will include mineral extraction, restoration and 

subsequently a mixed use development, including residential dwellings.  This area is within East Herts. 

 
The survey collected soil and ground water samples from across the area using pits and bore holes and it also 

monitored level of ground gas present. 

 
Main findings: 

 
Contaminated soil was found in the vicinity of a moat that previously existed adjacent to Birchall Farm before 

being infilled. 

 
The report finds  
 
“There is evidence that seven high explosive bombs fell on the site during WWII.  Four of these fell in the area 

next to the southeast corner of Birchall Wood.  This area is considered to have a moderate unexploded 

ordnance (UXO) hazard level to account for the possibility of an unexploded bomb being present.  No other 

significant sources of UXO have been identified for the site.  Zetica consider that the UXO hazard level on the 

site can be zoned from low to moderate.  Risk mitigation measures will be required during any intrusive works 

by site contractors.” 
 
This would be the area close to the junction of the B195 and Cole Green Lane.  Presumably these fell here as a 

result of the decoy Panshanger airfield serving its purpose in drawing fire away from intended targets  such as 

the aircraft factory in Hatfield. 

 

The survey states the estimated risk to human health as the following: 

 
“The risk estimation has indicated that a number of samples exceed the assessment criteria/recorded 

concentrations above the Limit of Detection which may represent an unacceptable risk to human health. 

Potential Contaminants of Concern associated with Birchall Farm North shallow soil samples include: 




TPH (aromatics >EC16-EC21) 

PAH (benz(a)anthracene, chrysene, benzo(b)fluoranthene, benzo(k)fluoranthene, benzo(a)pyrene, 

indeno(1,2,3-cd)pyrene, dibenzo(a,h)anthracene) 

SVOC (dibenzofuran, 2-methylnaphthalene, carbazole” 
 
The survey notes that the above were only found in samples taken in the area of the former moat and can be 

managed and mitigated against in any development. 

 
The other estimated risk area noted is that of Controlled Waters.  This is defined as coastal, inland freshwaters 

(including lakes and ponds) and ground waters in the Water Resources Act 1991. 

 

It makes this observation in relation to the rivers Mimram and Lea: 

 

“The River Mimram is located to the north and east of the site boundary.  The River Mimram flows in a 

southeasterly direction where it is joined by the River Lea.  Monitoring data from the EA indicates the River 
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Mimram exhibits poor status for current ecological quality and good status for current chemical quality.  The 

River Lea is also located to the south of the site.  Monitoring data from the EA indicates the River Lea exhibits 

poor potential for current ecological quality and currently fails chemical quality standards. 

There is a surface water abstraction from the River Mimram upstream of the site to the northwest.  The water 

is used for spray irrigation.” 

 

In the conclusion it states: 

 

“The risk estimation has indicated that a number of samples exceed the assessment criteria indicating a 

potential unacceptable risk to controlled waters. The Potential Containments of Concern include the 

following potentially leachable contaminants in soil: 

 

Metals (barium, chromium, copper, lead, zinc) 

PAH (fluoranthene, phenanthrene, pyrene, benzo(b)fluoranthene and benzo(k)fluoranthene) 

 

Potential Contaminents of Concern associated with the groundwater were: 

Metals/semi-metals (boron, cadmium, chromium, lead, nickel) 

PAH(benzo(b)fluoranthene and benzo(k)fluoranthene)” 

 

The final conclusion, however, does not see the above as a significant concern: 

 

“Whilst the assessment has indicated a limited number of unacceptable risks associated with the moat and 

topics for further investigation and monitoring we consider that, based on the assessments undertaken, 

understanding of the site conditions and the proposed development, these risks are not likely to represent a 

significant constraint to the proposed redevelopment of the site. The potential unacceptable risks of the type 

identified can be mitigated through design/remedial measures via a range of techniques commonly utilised  

during site redevelopment.” 

 

And, 

 

“Should the site be allocated for housing in a local plan then liaison with the local authority contaminated 

land officer should be undertaken to discuss the assessment.” 

 

Survey 2: Cole Green Former Mineral Workings Soil Survey and Generic Quantitative Risk 

Assessment 
 

This survey covers most of the central area of the site, including most of the former landfill site that was in 

operation from 1920 until 1990. 

 

The report introduction contains the following: 

 

“The former mineral workings were restored to the current landform by landfilling which ended in the early 

1980s prior to being landscaped.  Lafarge Tarmac has monitored Cole Green as part of its environmental 

monitoring programme for thirty years including monitoring groundwater, surface water, and landfill gas. 

The landfilled former mineral workings will not be built upon but will potentially become a new 

Country Park crossed by footways and cycle ways, including long-term arrangements for management and 

maintenance.” and “The proposed end use for this site is public open space, therefore the key receptors are 

considered to be human health (site users/construction workers/maintenance workers) that could be at risk 

from potential contaminants within the shallow soil/fill deposits and from ground gas generation.” 
 
The survey made 49 exploratory holes across the site, not going deeper than one meter in depth, many of them 

going down a lot less than that.  The topsoil was said to be 5cm deep before reaching the former landfill 

material; sometimes it was less than 5cm and sometimes there was no vegetation present at all. 

At this point, it is worth remembering a quote about the site from 1935 from Islington Borough Council from 

page six of this document: 
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“Holwell Hyde, Herts, where the material is deposited in layers approximately 6 feet in depth, each layer 

being covered with 9ins. of soil and otherwise treated in accordance with the recommendations of the 

Ministry of Health.” 

 

The survey will encompasses the area being referred to above, which accepted many kinds of waste from 

London over many decades, when waste management was nowhere near as stringent or controlled as it is 

today. 

 

This survey also reviews the Gas Monitoring data collected by Lafarge Tarmac up until 2011.  It appears no 

new and independent monitoring was undertaken for this survey.  There are also significant gaps in the record 

where no data was said to be available.  The following extract is probably the most significant: 

 

“These locations represent an array of passive gas venting boreholes located in the northwest corner of the 

former mineral workings, north of the fishing pool.  The vents are positioned in two rows parallel to each 

other and Holwell Hyde Lane, and were installed to allow ground gases to vent to the atmosphere, thereby 

minimising the risk of ground gases migrating off-site. 

 

The results associated with the venting boreholes can be divided into two.  The first row of vents nearest the 

Holwell Hyde Lane (PV01 – PV07), and PV08 (located in the next row) did not generally exhibit methane or 

carbon dioxide.  The maximum methane and carbon dioxide concentrations were 2.3% (generally <0.4%) and 

7.8% (generally <1%) respectively.  The second row of vents (PV09 – PV016; PV10 is located in the first row 

towards the northern extent of the array) generally recorded elevated methane and carbon dioxide throughout 

the monitoring period.  Methane concentrations ranged from 0% – 58.5%, and carbon dioxide concentrations 

ranged from 0% – 32.4%.  Concentrations fluctuated at each monitoring location and across the monitoring 

period, however elevated concentrations were more frequent.  PV11,PV14, PV15 and PV16 recorded the 

highest concentrations.” 

 

The report later goes on to state: 

 

“Methane and carbon dioxide concentrations recorded at the site are generally low.  However, significantly 

higher concentrations are associated with some of passive gas vents.  However, these are not gas monitoring 

instruments, they have been designed and installed to vent gas and prevent lateral migration of gas to nearby 

housing.  As previously noted the vents are positioned in two parallel lines adjacent to Holwell Hyde Lane; 

methane and carbon dioxide was not generally detected at these locations, and when they were concentrations 

were low.”  
 

Methane readings of up to 58.5% do not seem to equate to the description of 'generally low” 
 

We carried out some limited desk based research into methane at landfill sites as the percentage seemed quite 

high.  We found a report from the Environment Agency called “Control of landfill gas containing low 

concentrations of methane Science Report – SC030305/SR2”  
 

( https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/291031/scho1008bouu-e-

e.pdf)   
 
This Environment Agency document contains the following extracts which seem relevant to this site: 

 

Page 2: “Landfill gas with a high methane content (40-60 per cent v/v) is relatively straightforward to burn, 

thus alleviating local pollution problems and significantly reducing the global warming potential of the gas 

emitted.  As a general rule, once the methane content of the landfill gas falls below approximately 30 per cent 

v/v then difficulties sustaining combustion in engines can occur.  At this point landfill gas would normally be 

flared through a high temperature flare.” 
 

 

Page 3:  

“Defra estimated overall emissions of 927,000 tonnes of methane from landfill sites in the UK in 2005.  This 
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figure comprises: 239,000t from ‘old’ sites (closed before 1980 and without gas collection systems); 351,000t 

from ‘middle aged’ sites (closed between 1980 and 1986 with limited or no gas collection systems); and 

337,000t from ‘young’ sites (closed after 1986, or currently operational with comprehensive gas collection). 

Unfortunately, these figures are based on a model of the UK’s methane emissions rather than direct 

measurements, and it is therefore hard to quantify the extent of emissions and the type of site from which they 

come.  The Environment Agency is planning work to investigate this issue, but at present it appears that 

closed sites are contributing a significant proportion of the UK’s methane emissions from landfill.  Reducing 

emissions from old landfill sites should therefore be a priority for industry and government.” 

 

The Haskoning site survey does not mention anything other than venting to the atmosphere for these gases 

since the landfill site closed. The vents themselves can be seen in the photo at the top of this document. Of 

course, it may be that there is some other processing going on that we are not aware of. Tarmac's plans for the 

site include statements about sustainability and low-carbon, this venting of methane and other gases as 

described in EA report would not appear to be conducive to that aim. There is no mention of managing or 

reducing greenhouse gas emissions from the WGC5 site in the promotional materials we have seen. Emissions   

which may have already been discharging from the former landfill for at least 20 years; this is unknown.  We 

feel this point is worth clarifying, in order to find out the implications associated with the tightening 

legislation as the UK strives to meet its Greenhouse Gas reduction commitments. 
 
Asbestos: 

 
The Haskoning survey found asbestos in four locations and makes these statements in relation to it: 
 
“The proposed development would see the site utilised as public open space.  In the context of the proposed 

development the potential risk to end uses is likely to be greatly influenced by the extent of the asbestos and 

activities undertaken across the public open space.  For example, newly constructed engineered footpaths 

could provide a further barrier between any asbestos and site users, whereas sporting activities such as 

football could cause the erosion of vegetation/disturbance of asbestos brought to the surface by burrowing 

animals resulting in fibre release to the atmosphere.” 
 
And: 

 
“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.  The existing masterplan is intended to support 

the site allocation process, however development of the masterplan is an iterative process, the development of 

which will recognise the findings of the various technical studies.  There is, therefore, scope to design the 

layout such that sensitive end uses avoid areas of contamination.  Alternatively, the risk could be mitigated 

through remedial measures such as localised excavation and off-site disposal which would remove all master 

planning constraints and any future residual risk.  Mitigation designs will address all asbestos regardless of 

the specific type. Based on the data presented in this report the presence of asbestos at the site is not likely to 

represent a major constraint to reuse of the site as a country park.” 
 
Other chemical contaminants: 

 
The survey made several findings of potential cause of concern. Notable was the finding of PCB's in some 

samples. Samples were found on the south eastern side of the side, in the rising field adjacent to the current 

waste site where horses often graze, and at the other end of the site near to where the gas venting is situated. 

 

The survey states:  
 
“Sample CGHA2/0.45mbgl was recovered from the Made Ground and recorded a marginal exceedance of the 

LOD for all but one of PCB congeners, whereas the other samples only recorded three of the congeners above 

the LOD. Samples obtained from CGHA30/0.45mbgl (recovered from the Made Ground) and 

CGHA45/0.2mbgl (recovered from the top soil) recorded the highest concentrations. Concentrations of PCB 

congener 138 were 2.5 times the LOD, nearly three times the LOD for PCB congener 153 and more than four 
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times the LOD for PCB congener 180.  The exploratory hole logs generally confirm the presence of grass over 

clay (topsoil) at each location with the topsoil depth ranging from a depth of 0.05cm to a maximum of 40.0cm. 

The samples were generally obtained from the Made Ground beneath vegetated top soil, therefore the 

potential for dust generation / skin contact is considered unlikely given the presence of top soils and 

vegetation, and the proposed end use i.e. public open space. However, the sample from CGHA45/0.20mbgl 

was obtained from the top soil, and recorded the maximum concentrations.” 

 

LOD = Level of Detection 
 
Made Ground = Ground that was formerly landfill site 

 

PCBs have been banned since 1986 but were widely used in electrical appliances and industry before then; 

they present health risks and have been said to be carcinogenic, a good description of PCBs and their risks can 

be found here: http://www.theiet.org/factfiles/health/hsb53-page.cfm?type=pdf 
 
As the former Cole Green Tip, which was later covered over, took in electrical items it seems likely that they 

contained at least some PCBs. 

 

The survey also reported findings of Chloromethane, Isopropylphenol, and Dibenzofuran. 

 

Of Dibenzofuran is states: 

 
“Dibenzofuran is derived from coal tar and is used as an insecticide and to make other chemicals.  It is has 

been found in coke dust, grate ash, fly ash, and flame soot. A number of samples recorded concentrations of 

dibenzofuran (CGHA7/0.50mg/kg, CGHA25/0.25mg/kg, CGHA42A/0.40mg/kg) above the LOD of 100ug/kg. 

Recorded concentrations were 140ug/kg, 168ug/kg and 2,150ug/kg respectively. It should be noted that only 

three samples out of forty-eight recorded exceedances above the LOD, and the distribution of the samples is 

not indicative of widespread contamination.” 
 
In light of the above, it could also be said that the three samples found were spaced out quite widely across the 

site, in the north, the south and the west.  The depth of those sample holes was only 70cm, 50cm, and 60cm. 

As it is known that decades’ worth of waste lies beneath the surface, in 6ft layers perhaps, these shallow 

samples may not be going down far enough to reach the worst of what is down there. 
 
The survey report makes the following recommendations: 

 

 “If not already undertaken as part of the land owners’ estate maintenance/management regime, audit 

checks should be undertaken to manage potential risks associated with asbestos fly tipping/eroding 

soils which could increase the risk of exposure to human health. 

 

 Health and safety risk assessments should be updated based on the findings of this report and 

provided to any construction/maintenance workers working on the site such that appropriate PPE and 

working practices can be adopted during any works that may expose materials. 

 

 Their report should be provided to the master planners/landscape architects to inform their work 

including ongoing liaison with the master planning team.  The conclusions of their report should be 

reviewed as the masterplan evolves and vice versa. 

 

 A review of the Lafarge Tarmac gas data for 2014 should be undertaken in conjunction with the 

existing data. 

 

 Localised asbestos sampling in the vicinity of the exploratory holes where asbestos was recorded 

should be undertaken to establish the extent of the asbestos.  The sampling and subsequent assessment 

should be undertaken in accordance with current CIRIA guidance (C733). 

 

http://www.theiet.org/factfiles/health/hsb53-page.cfm?type=pdf
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 Localised soil sampling in the vicinity of the exploratory holes where PCB concentrations were 

recorded above the LOD should be undertaken to establish the extent of the PCB.  Samples would be 

scheduled for PCB analysis and the results assessed to determine potential unacceptable risks. 

Depending on the laboratory results this may require the derivation of additional screening criteria 

Development of SSAC for benzo(a)pyrene to demonstrate that this PCOC does not represent an 

unacceptable risk to site users.  

 

 So as to inform the exposure model, this work would require liaison with the master planners and 

local authority.” 

 

Overall it is reported that the risks of contaminated land on this site can “be mitigated through design/remedial 

measures via a range of techniques commonly utilised during site redevelopments,” and “they are not likely to 

represent an unacceptable risk to site users assuming a public open space end use”. 

What these mitigating measures may be is not suggested.  However, a Country Park by nature is a natural 

open space, with free access to all, supporting wildlife and natural habitats.  It is not a highly managed space 

allowing only partial access, and it does not usually involve man-made artificial structures and landscaping 

designed to separate contaminated areas from the those wishing to enjoy the park as a natural green space.  

The Hertfordshire ‘Green Corridor’ also encompasses this area and as such, this new park will be an integral 

part of that corridor, full details of which can be found here: http://www.gascoynececil.com/wp-

content/uploads/2015/02/Green-Infrastructure.pdf 

Clearly there will be more work required to ensure this area can fulfil its intended remit as a Country Park. 

The fact that many of the exploratory holes dug for sampling only went down a very short way, when it is 

known that there is extensive former landfill as a result of commercial and household waste dumping, going 

down perhaps tens of meters, seems rather questionable. 

This report, unlike report 1, does not survey the condition of groundwater on the site.  Water is found at the 

fishing lake (a former gravel pit) and at places in Holwellpark Wood, and possibly elsewhere.  There is no 

'Risk to Controlled Waters' established in this survey report and as the public are likely to have free access to 

the site, we are unclear why this aspect was not surveyed.  The fishing lake is popular with anglers seven days 

a week and presumably given what is known about the site's history, there is some form of water quality 

monitoring taking place there. 

Report 1: WGC5 Site Characterisation Generic Quantitative Risk Assessment reduced 30 04 14 
 

This third survey report is focused on the south western area of the site, where a new housing development is 

proposed.  It appears to be more detailed and more extensive than the other two reports.  It involved 26 

exploratory holes for soil samples and 24 boreholes for groundwater and gas monitoring.  A mechanical 

digger was used to dig a number of trial pits and the holes went far deeper into the ground than on the other 

surveys. 

 

The most informative page of the report is page 44 which shows the conclusions.  This can be seen below: 

 

“Risk to Human Health 

 

The key findings of the risk estimation and risk evaluation are summarised below: 

   
Asbestos: was encountered at two exploratory holes, and appears to be associated with Made Ground 

deposits, and is considered to represent an unacceptable risk to human health. Remedial works will be 

required to mitigate against unacceptable risks. 
Benzo(a)pyrene: was encountered at six exploratory holes, and appears to be associated with Made Ground 
deposits, and is considered to represent an unacceptable risk to human health assuming a residential end use. 

http://www.gascoynececil.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/Green-Infrastructure.pdf
http://www.gascoynececil.com/wp-content/uploads/2015/02/Green-Infrastructure.pdf
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Remedial works will be required to mitigate against unacceptable risks.   PCB: two samples obtained from 

Made Ground deposits recorded concentrations marginally above the LOD.  Whilst it is considered unlikely 

that these PCOC would represent an unacceptable risk to human health, further assessment is required. 

 

Surface Water: arsenic, barium, cadmium, chromium, nickel and zinc were recorded in the on-site surface 

water bodies, particularly at CGSW01 and may represent an unacceptable risk to human health given the 

proposed residential end use and the potential for young children to play around the surface water features. 

Remedial works will be required to mitigate against unacceptable risks. 

 

 Risk to Controlled Waters 
Risk to groundwater as a result of leaching from soils: generally the on-site soils are not considered to  
represent an unacceptable risk to groundwater.  However, PAH compounds were indicated to be mobile in all 

samples submitted for leachability analysis and PAH compounds were recorded in groundwater samples from 

the same locations, and there is also potential evidence for an off-site PAH source.  However, further site 

characterisation and data assessment is considered necessary to determine if PAH compounds represent an 

unacceptable risk to groundwater. 

 

Risk to the Secondary A Aquifer: metals, TPH and PAH have been recorded in the perched groundwater and 

Secondary A Aquifer, and there is potential evidence for an off-site source.  However, further site 

characterisation is required to assess the risk to the Secondary A Aquifer. 

 

Risk to the Principal Aquifer: Further site characterisation is required to assess the risk to the Principal 

Aquifer Risk to the On and Off-Site Surface Waters: PCOC present within the groundwater do not appear to 

be having a significant impact on the on-site and off-site surface waters, and do not represent an 

unacceptable risk. 
 

Constraints to Redevelopment 

Whilst a number of unacceptable risks and uncertainties have been identified it is considered that these do not 

represent a constraint to the proposed redevelopment of the site.  Potential unacceptable risks of the type 

identified can be mitigated/managed via a range of techniques commonly utilised during site redevelopment 

e.g. cover layers such as hard standing for access roads which break the exposure pathway 

 

The uncertainties associated with the aquifers centre around the potential for an off-site source which could 

represent a risk to the wider groundwater resource, and requires a more robust data set to conclude whether 

unacceptable risks are present.  However, as noted above this is not considered to represent a constraint to 

redevelopment.” 

 

The report finishes off by recommending further exploratory work is done to find out more about the potential 

risk posed by these findings.  The surface water sample that contained arsenic, barium, cadmium, chromium, 

nickel and zinc to concerning levels was taken very close to where the new development is proposed.  The 

comment  “may represent an unacceptable risk to human health given the proposed residential end use and 

the potential for young children to play around the surface water” is well made.  However, looking back at 

the previous report, covering the country park area, no surface watering monitoring is documented, so it 

remains unknown whether the same risk exists.  As a country park adjacent to thousands of homes, it is likely 

that children will also play on this land, indeed the latest revision of the Local Plan talks about a secondary 

school being built as part of the development of WGC5. 

 

Finally, the comment “Potential unacceptable risks of the type identified can be mitigated/managed via a 

range of techniques commonly utilised during site redevelopment, eg cover layers such as hard standing for 

access roads which break the exposure pathway.”  This approach may work in an urban redevelopment 

scheme within a city but does seem out of character with a new 'Garden Suburb' development on Green Belt 

land.  It is also the case that the former Blackbridge tip at Wheathampstead remains a dormant, partly fenced 

off site with no known development plans.  The waste dumped there appears to be at least in part the same as 

the waste offloaded onto Holwell Hyde/WGC5. 


