Watton-at-Stone
Community response to the Draft District Plan
1.

Primary Observations

1.1

Before setting out the Parish Council’s (‘Council’) concerns regarding the Draft District
Plan we feel that it is important to highlight that one important point that has been
continually raised is that the Parishioners of Watton at Stone feel that in determining
the strategy for the village, no account has been taken of previous development that
has already been recently constructed within the village. We feel a sense of injustice
that recent developments within the village count for nothing in the draft plan in terms
of numbers or impacts. The 120 houses started and completed in the current plan
period 2011-2031 are being used to reduce the requirement across the Group 1
villages, the description of ‘’windfall’’ is certainly appropriate for them!

1.2

From the very outset we were led to believe that we would have time to integrate the
new development and that future development in the above time frame would be of an
infilling nature. It is quite easy to say that the current development was identified in
previous plans but the fact remains it was physically delivered in the current plan
timeframe. Its physical appearance is plain to see but the demographics will take a
considerable time to assimilate.
It has been noted that in Group 1 villages there is a requirement to develop whereas
in Group 2 villages development will be allowed based on local need. Some of these
villages are close enough to towns to be considered sustainable and more weight
should be given to suitable areas for development.

2.

Green Belt Review and suitability of proposed housing sites

2.1

There is an acceptance that one of the main objectives of the National Planning Policy
Framework (‘NPPF’) is to ‘boost significantly’ the supply of housing and that
notwithstanding the comments in 1.1 the strategy proposed for the Group 1 villages is
equitable, albeit that there is some reservations as to whether this is a sustainable
strategy in the long term and will not result in pressure for additional growth in the long
term (2020-2031).

2.2

Watton- at- Stone is somewhat unique in the fact that it is the only Group 1 village that
is totally surrounded by the Green Belt and therefore there are additional constraints
in relation to meeting unmet demand because of the availability and suitability of
appropriate sites.

2.3

The Council consider that Brownfield sites and previously developed land should be
prioritised prior to the release of Green Belt sites and has concerns that the policy
approach for the Group 1 villages does not appear to allow for such sites to be taken
into account in the strategy, because the sites being proposed are to be allocated on
Green Belt land. It is fundamentally important that the District Council has conducted
an assessment of what might be possible on Brownfield sites and previously developed
land in the Green Belt before any release of Green Belt land is considered. This would
then provide a more realistic target from which infrastructure capacity such as
education, employment and highway capacity can be assessed and would also confirm
the scale of land that may be required to be released from the Green Belt. Presently,
the Council has no evidence to suggest that this assessment has been undertaken
and as they amount collectively to over 1 ha, they are worthy of consideration.

2.4

Because policy ‘VILL1’ covers the whole of the plan period, the sites have to be both
deliverable and developable as set out in the NPPF. In order to be deliverable, the
sites should be available now, offer a suitable location for development and be

achievable, with a realistic prospect that housing will be delivered on the site within
five years and in addition, that development of the site is viable. The definition of
developable is
‘that sites should be in a suitable location for housing development and there
should be a reasonable prospect that the site is available and could be viably
developed at the point envisaged.’
2.5

Paragraph 79 of the NPPF states that
‘the Government attaches great importance to Green Belts and that the
fundamental aim of Green Belt policy is to prevent urban sprawl by keeping land
permanently open. Furthermore, that the essential characteristics of Green Belts
are their openness and their permanence’.
Accordingly, the Council has undertaken its own assessment of these sites on this
basis (in addition to more detailed considerations) and would like the following
comments to be taken into account.
Site 17A – Land to the rear of Motts Close

2.6

The site to the rear of Motts Close (identified as the south eastern part of 17A in the
Green Belt Review) is highly visible within the landscape, in particular on the approach
into the village from the A602 roundabout to the west and from Walkern Road to the
north. The development of this site for housing, regardless its scale and form would
clearly introduce permanent buildings onto the land that would cause substantial harm
to the openness of this part of the Green Belt.

2.7

Such a proposal would also result in encroachment into the countryside and this would
be contrary to one of the five purposes of including land within the Green Belt.
Regardless of any significant engineering works to shape the topography of the site, it
is also inevitable that the likely scale and form of residential development would create
a roofscape that would not protect the visual amenity or character of this part of the
Green Belt and would be overly dominant when viewed from the wider rural landscape.

2.8

The Council is also concerned that the site would be poorly connected to the village.
It is not clear whether pedestrian access can be achieved from the site through to
Great Innings (due to significant changes in land levels and possible issues with
ownership), and if such an access cannot be achieved, the site would be some
distance from village facilities and the station and could not therefore be considered to
be sustainable. Even if pedestrian access to Great Innings can be achieved, the
access is directly onto an existing MUGA (multi use games area) which again is not
ideal. Furthermore, the Council considers that the layout of any future housing
development would cause unacceptable impacts on the occupiers of properties in
Motts Close and Great Innings North due to the land levels. This would give rise to
unacceptable impacts on privacy from overlooking for existing and future residents and
this should be taken into account.

2.9

When considered cumulatively these impacts would cause harm to the Green Belt and
whilst, it is accepted that this is not a planning application proposal, in accordance with
paragraph 88 of the NPPF it is considered that when carrying out the necessary
planning balance in deciding whether the site should be taken out of the Green Belt
this weight should be substantial and weighs considerably against releasing this site
from the Green Belt for housing.

Site 17B – Land to the west of Walkern Road
2.10

This site is visible within the wider rural landscape from the agricultural fields to the
north and in through certain sections looking north-east from the approach into the

village from the A602 roundabout. Again, given the topography of the site, which sits
higher than its immediate surroundings there would be an impact on openness and
encroachment into the countryside. There would also be some impact on visual
amenity although the Council accepts this would be somewhat limited given the
position of the site and its surroundings.
2.11

Because of the shape of the site it does appear to be a logical extension of the
settlement but such development should be viewed as an extension of ribbon
development which would appear to be contrary to VI (e) of policy VILL1.

2.12

However, these impacts would be less harmful than those identified for site 17A and it
is accepted in principle that some limited development could take place although it is
clear that only the eastern part of site 17B could be developed because of flood risk
issues. The Council are also aware that this site could be deliverable as it appears to
be available for development during the plan period.

2.13

Notwithstanding this the site appears to have access and connectivity issues and the
Council are not convinced that this is in a sustainable location given its distance from
village facilities and the station and ultimately it could fail a Sustainability Appraisal if
taken forward. It would inevitably be car dominated and in conjunction with the by-pass
will present an urbanised entry to the village from Walkern Road that if not designed
correctly would be out of keeping with the character of this part of the village.

2.14

It is not clear how access issues could be resolved given the gradient of the access
that would be required to access the site from Walkern Road and the fact that turning
left out of the site would be onto a hill over the A602 which is subject to the national
speed limit restrictions for this classification of highway. The Council would therefore
be interested to see any response from Hertfordshire County Council as the Highway
Authority concerning highway safety and access issues before commenting further on
the suitability of this site in this respect.

2.15

In terms of pedestrian accessibility there is currently no footway that would serve this
site and the only footway starts south of the existing drain opposite No.25 Walkern
Road. There also appears to be no space to create the required footway on the eastern
side of the road because of the drain and on the western side because of the curtilages
and access to properties on Walkern Road. In addition, this land is also in separate
ownership so there are doubts as to whether satisfactory pedestrian access to the site
could be achieved.
Conclusion on Green Belt Review and Site Suitability

2.16

The Planning Minister, Nick Boles made it very clear in the Written Ministerial
Statement to Parliament on 6 March 2014 that currently, unmet housing demand is
unlikely to outweigh harm to the Green Belt sufficient enough to constitute the very
special circumstances to justify inappropriate development. Accordingly, for the same
reason the parish council consider that the need for housing on part of site 17A is not
so ‘very special’ that it warrants taking the site out of the Green Belt and that this harm
is outweighed by strategy in the Draft District Plan in respect of the need for housing.
Ultimately, given these factors the Parishioners of Watton- at- Stone are of the opinion
that site 17A as identified in the plan is not considered to be a suitable location for
development of any form and therefore do not agree with the findings of the East Herts
Green Belt Review at this stage.
The impacts in relation to the Green Belt are slightly less harmful for the eastern part
of site 17B and subject to a Sustainability Appraisal and the achievement of a safe
access to and from the site, it’s accepted that, in principle some limited and sensitively
designed form of development could take place.

2.17

The Council also has concerns regarding the validity and accuracy of the Green Belt
review. We are not convinced that the sites have been properly assessed and have

not been shown any evidence regarding the basis of the assessment. For example has
the review been a ‘desktop’ exercise or have the sites been assessed, not only from a
planning policy perspective but also ‘on the ground’ by the officers who would be
responsible for assessing and determining any future planning applications?

3.

Concerns regarding recent housing development

3.1

Unfortunately the view of the majority of the Parishioners of Watton–at--Stone who
have engaged with this consultation process is that even if these sites were to come
forward they have no confidence in the District Council’s ability to deliver residential
developments in accordance with the objectives of the NPPF that achieve a high
quality design and the objectives of policies such as VILL1, which state that, in
particular new developments should:
•
•
•
•

Relate to the village in terms of location, layout and connectivity;
Be of a scale appropriate to the size of the village;
Be well designed and contribute to the character of the village;
To retain views or vistas and openness of the surrounding countryside.

3.2

Whilst it is accepted that existing developments within the village may have been
subject to a different development plan, it is not considered that the requirements of
the policies are significantly different and a number of concerns have been raised
regarding the quality and standard of new development within the village.

3.3

For example, notwithstanding the fact that the recently implemented Gatekeepers
Meadow development provides much needed affordable housing, it is worth observing
that the density of development for this site (3.36 hectares) is 33 dwellings per hectare
which in our view would be contrary to Policy HOU2 ‘Housing Density’ given its location
and resultant layout, form and appearance. This density has resulted in an over
intensive form of development that we feel is not in keeping with the character and
context of the village. It is noted that the District Plan reserves these densities for Town
Centre developments.

3.4

The overall height of the development, particularly the three storey elements, on the
higher land as the topography of the landform rises towards the railway station and
Datchworth, means that the development is especially visible from Mill Lane to north
east of the A602. Equally, it means the roofscape of the development is overly
dominant when approaching Watton from Datchworth. The development is more
prominent in distant views of the village viewed from both the north east and the west
than might have been with a more sensitive approach to storey heights and density.

3.5

When coupled with what can only be described as an inconsistent approach to the
design of the houses in terms of roof pitch, appearance and heights it has greater
impact upon the landscaped setting of the village and fails to contribute or improve it’s
character.

3.6

There are also concerns that the density of development and the resultant layout and
design of the houses is far too over intensive, resulting in off street parking pressures
which are already beginning to result in adverse impacts between the residential
amenities of adjoining occupiers through inappropriate amenity space, overlooking and
lack of privacy.
There are also safety concerns in relation to the knock on effect of vehicles parked on
Station Road and resultant highway safety issues given the lack of any suitable
crossing point.

3.7

Many residents of the village feel that the opportunity that came with the development
to provide a high quality successful residential environment was clearly not taken and

there is no confidence in the District Council that future development would avoid
repeating these impacts.
3.8

If site 17A and 17B were to be built to the same density as Gatekeepers Meadow then
this could result in 99 and 62 dwellings, a total of 161 as opposed to the 85 envisaged.
The Parish Council is very aware of the sites potential and when such phrases as
“minimum” and “at least” are used in the body of the plan, it feels that it is being left
no choice but to adopt a Neighbourhood Plan to have any chance of influencing the
outcome.

4

Education

4.1

Education is of particular concern in Watton given past and proposed development. A
new classroom is being squeezed into the current footprint of the school to
accommodate underestimated demand from Gatekeeper Meadow. Nursery places are
now oversubscribed necessitating outsourcing of nursery enrolment. It has been
traditional for children who live Watton to progress to Hertford and Ware secondary
schools and we require assurance that within the District Plan sufficient weight is given
to this provision.
161 houses could produce 67 children – and while the Local Planning Authority will no
doubt argue that is not the number of dwellings the sites need to accommodate this
fact alone reinforces the need for clarity about the Housing allocation. It also
emphasises the importance of ensuring appropriate phasing, since accommodating
the child yield arising from 5 houses per year is a very different, and easier proposition
than rapid delivery of a high number of units.
The provision of funding for increases in educational demand is a fundamental
requirement. It is proposed that this funding will come from CIL (community
infrastructure levy) rather than 106 agreements. The fact that this levy is not raised on
the affordable housing content of any development means that clear policy on how
these funds will be raised needs to be explained.

5

Infrastructure
The Council and the village parishioners are also sceptical concerning infrastructure
issues although Parishioners accept that there are no significant issues with the
delivery of water/electricity/gas beyond the national debate. Policing and health
services are of ongoing concern and the need for inter agency cooperation MUST be
the declared intention of the District Council.

5.1

Watton has assumed the role of a rural hub having medical and dental practices, a
range of local shops including a post office. It has two village pubs both providing
excellent dining facilities. The school site is in the process of providing an early learning
centre for the surrounding area and of course there is the train station which results in
the village being highly sustainable. However the success of the village facilities means
that as a result the village is a magnet for vehicle intrusion from the surrounding area
and is seriously lacking any capacity to alleviate the problems from either vehicles in
transit or parked vehicles and ultimately the success of these venues does have some
impacts on the safe and free flow of traffic through the high street.
Past experience shows that despite the Parish Councils continuing efforts to maintain
and improve road safety through traffic flow management AND funds dedicated to that
area by means of 106 funding being available, we just cannot prevail on the Highways
Authority to act for us. If Localism is to have any meaning then surely funds raised as
a result of development should be available to that community.

Neighbourhood Planning

There has been much debate concerning Neighbourhood Plans. There is no doubt that
it would be an onerous task requiring the input of 21 people unless it is taken on by the Parish
Council. The Parish Council for its part feels that its members already give voluntarily a
disproportionate amount of their time in conducting the affairs of the village. Furthermore’
taking into account grants available, the financial burden would be considerable.
The East Herts District Plan is almost unique in following the methodology set out in
the NPPF. It identifies land that it considers suitable for development, then applies a simple
percentage requirement of 10% housing increase and then leaves it to a neighbourhood plan
to deliver.
The Draft Plan refers to Windfalls and Shortfalls.
Watton-at -Stone has experienced the Windfall effect in that it has been made perfectly
clear that the Gatekeeper development will NOT count towards the requirement outlined in
the Draft Plan. Shortfalls are dealt with below in a direct extract from the Draft Plan;
VILL4 Neighbourhood Plans
I. Parish Council’s are encouraged to prepare Neighbourhood Plans to deliver at
least 500 homes in Group 1 Villages in accordance with Policy VILL1 (Group 1 Villages).
II. The District Council will expect at least 250 homes to be delivered in the Group1
Villages in the period 2016-2021.
Where monitoring shows a shortfall in the number of homes coming forward through
Neighbourhood Planning during this period, then this will trigger a requirement for the District
Council to identify specific sites for housing through a review of the District Plan.
III. On the basis that at least 250 homes are delivered in the period 2016-2021 then
the District Council will continue to monitor the situation and if a shortfall in delivery is identified
then, as with (II) above, this will trigger a requirement for the District Council to identify specific
sites for housing through a review of the District Plan.
On this basis shortfalls could be made up by a review of the District Plan and lead to
higher density developments or even further development.
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