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Our Green Corridor: Ecosystem services Benefits  
 

1. Introduction: Context, Objective and outline of Paper  

1.1  Planning context 
“If we and the rest of the back boned animals were to disappear overnight, the world would get 

on pretty well. If the invertebrates were to disappear, the world’s ecosystem would collapse”.    

Sir David Attenborough.  

This paper first focuses on the following paras setting out elements and requirements 

regarding the natural environment in the National Planning policy Framework1 to ensure that 

a Local Plan is sound and justified (para 35) and delivers the environmental and social 

dimensions of sustainable development. It then examines how specific parts in WHBC’s draft 

local plan measure up to these requirements:   

• Para 136. Established Green Belt boundaries should only be altered in exceptional 

circumstances 

• Para 144: local planning authorities should ensure that substantial weight is given to any 

harm to the Green Belt. ‘Very special circumstances’ will not exist unless the potential 

harm to the Green Belt by reason of inappropriateness, and any other harm, is clearly 

outweighed by other considerations. 

• Para 141.  Local planning authorities should plan positively to enhance the beneficial use 

of the Green Belt, such as seeking opportunities to provide access and outdoor sport 

and recreation and to retain and enhance landscapes, visual amenity and biodiversity.  

• Para 170: states that “The planning system should contribute to and enhance the natural 

and local environment by  

o recognising the wider benefits of ecosystem services.   

o Minimising impacts on biodiversity and providing net gains where possible – 

including by establishing coherent ecological networks that are more resilient to 

current and future pressures”.  

• Para 171.  Local planning authorities should set out a strategic approach in their Local 

Plans, planning positively for the creation, protection, enhancement and management of 

networks of biodiversity and green infrastructure.    

• Para 174:  To protect and enhance biodiversity and geodiversity, plans should: 

o identify and map components of the local ecological networks, including the 

hierarchy of international, national and locally designated sites of importance for 

biodiversity, wildlife corridors and stepping stones that connect them and areas 

identified by local partnerships for habitat restoration or creation; 

o promote the preservation, restoration and re-creation of priority habitats, 

ecological networks and the protection and recovery of priority species 

populations, and pursue opportunities for securing measureable net gains for 

biodiversity. 

• Para 175: When determining planning applications, local planning authorities should aim 

to conserve and enhance biodiversity by applying the following principles: 

 
1 Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government (2018) National Planning Policy Framework.  
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o if significant harm resulting from a development cannot be avoided (through 

locating on an alternative site with less harmful impacts), adequately mitigated, 

or, as a last resort, compensated for, then planning permission should be refused 

o Development on land likely to have an adverse effect on a Site of Special 

Scientific Interest (either individually or in combination with other developments) 

should not normally be permitted. 

o planning permission should be refused for development resulting in the  loss or 

deterioration of irreplaceable habitats, including ancient woodland and the loss of 

aged or veteran trees found outside ancient woodland, unless there are wholly 

exceptional reasons and a suitable compensation strategy exists.  

• Para 98.  Planning policies should protect and enhance public rights of way and access 

including taking opportunities to provide better facilities, for example by adding links to 

existing rights of way.  

• Para 149 & 157:  Local Plans should take account of the current and future implications 

of climate change for factors such as flood risk, coastal change, water supply and 

changes to biodiversity and landscape. 

• Para 155, 160 & 163:  When determining planning applications, local planning authorities 

should ensure flood risk is not increased elsewhere.  Appropriate applications should be 

supported by a site-specific flood risk assessment.  

• Para 31 states that all policies should be underpinned by adequate, proportionate, up-to-

date and relevant evidence . 

• Para 165: Major developments should incorporate Sustainable Urban Drainage Systems 

unless there is clear evidence that this would be inappropriate.  

1.2 WHBC’s Plan in relation to these planning requirements  

WHBC’s local plan2 includes the objectives to: 

• reduce people’s impact on the environment by reducing the need to travel, through 

the prudent use of natural resources, through minimising waste, by managing the risk 

of flooding and by designing development to take into account future changes in 

climate. 

• maximise opportunities to travel by sustainable transport and manage parking 

demand. 

• protect, maintain and, where possible, enhance the historic and natural environment 

• to enhance opportunities for, and access to, recreation,heritage, cultural activities 

and improve green links 

More specifically WHBC’s3  policy  SP11 aims to set out the strategic approach to protecting 

and enhancing the borough's critical environmental assets within the planning process.   Key 

elements include: 

• requiring proposals that affect the water environment to protect and enhance the 

ecological status of water bodies and maintain its flood management function 

• avoiding development in Flood Zone 3 

 
2 Welwyn Hatfield Borough Council (2016, p.5), Summary & Guide to the Welwyn Hatfield 
Draft Local Plan: Proposed Submission.  August 2016 
3 Welwyn Hatfield Borough Council (2016, p.21), Summary & Guide to the Welwyn Hatfield 
Draft Local Plan: Proposed Submission.  August 2016 
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• supporting development that would secure positive improvements to and ensure the 

long-term conservation of ecological and heritage assets for the enjoyment of future 

generations 

• supporting the designation of ecological and heritage assets where it is deemed 

appropriate and necessary to safeguard them for future generations. 

• link existing green spaces and to improve public access and amenity will be 

supported in order to provide a comprehensive network of functional and linked 

spaces for the benefit of wildlife, biodiversity and the community.  

• Development that would jeopardise implementation of the Green Corridor project will 

not be permitted. 

 WHBC’s4 elaboration of SP11 appears to pursue this by stating that “The mitigation 

hierarchy should be followed at all times to limit adverse impacts on ecology and 

biodiversity. The hierarchy consists of the stages below which should be applied in 

sequential order as part of an integrated design. 

• Avoid: This can be achieved by site selection (i.e. a sequential approach), siting and 

layout of development within a site, and innovative design. 

• Reduce: This can be achieved, for example, by setting the development into the 

ground and the implementation of sensitive building and landscape design (such 

retention of existing habitats) 

• Remediate: This can be achieved, for example, via replanting and screening within 

the site. 

• Compensate: This can be achieved via off-site measures that help achieve an overall 

net gain in biodiversity or improvements to the structure and function of ecological 

networks in the wider area. 

WHBC’s SP125 states that they will. “plan positively for the creation, protection, 

enhancement and management of networks of green infrastructure and to actively support 

the creation and enhancement of green infrastructure and link existing spaces for the benefit 

of wildlife, biodiversity, leisure and recreation.  This includes parks, open spaces, playing 

fields, river corridors and woodlands. The Council will: 

• work with partners to actively support the creation and enhancement of strategic 

green infrastructure across the borough 

• aim to ensure no overall net loss in green infrastructure across the borough within the 

Plan period  

• support opportunities to link existing green spaces and improve public access and 

amenity to provide a comprehensive network of functional, linked spaces for the 

benefit of wildlife, biodiversity and the community 

• require development to plan positively for, and contribute to, the creation and 

management of high quality, multifunctional green spaces linked to the surrounding 

green infrastructure network 

• refuse development that would compromise the integrity, functionality or cause 

significant fragmentation of the green infrastructure network. 

 
4 Welwyn Hatfield Borough Council (2016, para 12.15) Draft Local Plan Proposed Submission August 2016 
5 Welwyn Hatfield Borough Council (2016, para 12.15) Draft Local Plan Proposed Submission August 2016 
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• require new development to have regard to standards for provision of open space set 

out in the Planning Obligations.   

• seek developer contributions to deliver strategic green infrastructure including that 

identified in the Welwyn Hatfield Green Infrastructure Plan and require support to 

deliver the following projects: 

o Implementation of the Hertfordshire Rights of Way Improvement Plan 

o Improvements to the River Mimram and Lea corridors 

o Greening of the urban environment in Welwyn GardenCity and Hatfield 

o Implementation of Welwyn Hatfield Green Corridor project 

• work with partners and developers to enable the delivery of an east-west Green 

Corridor across the borough between Welwyn Garden City and Hatfield. 

Similarly, WHBC’s 6 Green Corridor Stage 1 report sets out a vision, which includes: 

• The green corridor will be a wide stretch of open countryside running across the 

Borough between Welwyn Garden City and Hatfield and beyond. It will have a sense 

of openness and space and will safeguard against coalescence between principle 

settlements.  

• The green corridor will be accessible from both towns and comprise a network of 

footpaths, cycleways and bridleways to ensure the route can be used by all.  

• The green corridor will promote biodiversity and be home to a diverse mix of habitats 

and wildlife. It will build on the borough’s heritage and encourage community 

involvement in the management of this important link. It will be an attractive 

environment that is well maintained, to ensure it can be enjoyed long into the future. 

• The green corridor will provide residents with a new multi‐functional green space 

which will  promote opportunities for recreation and encourage healthy lifestyles, 

whilst respecting the wildlife and countryside in this area.  It will form an important 

part of the borough’s green infrastructure network and provide an important link to 

the wider strategic green infrastructure network across the county. 

We have highlighted in italics above key elements of this vision.  

The key outstanding question and substantive test is how well WHBC actually achieve 

these laudable desired objectives and vision in practice?   On this, at present, WHBC’s draft 

local plan falls far short.  It has significant limitations and omissions, which this paper sets 

out substantively and aims to help WHBC address.   

 WHBC’s local plan does not define clearly what is meant by ‘critical environmental assets’?  

Therefore this paper sets out the ecosystems services benefits of environmental assets in 

the Green Corridor to signify their criticality.   

Similarly, the Sustainability Appraisal (SA) is inadequate and has significant limitations that 

mean it does not comply with legal requirements and does not measure up adequately to 

NPPF requirements.  For example, these shortcomings specifically include: 

• It reports little data and is based on little objective authoritative evidence.  It is not based 

on any current actual systematic assessment of the ecology and natural environmental 

 
6   Welwyn Hatfield Borough Council (2016, Green Corridor Strategic Framework Plan.  Stage 1 Report, August 
2016 
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assets in the corridor, their potential strategic linkages and their ecosystems services 

benefits, nor how the proposed developments in the plan could affect them.  It is largely 

based on the hidden subjective views of the consultants.  

 

• The report just focuses on the implications of the Local Plan’s ‘policies’.  These say the 

right things – as we note in our general comments on these policies above.  However, 

the SA fails to assess substantively the (adverse) environmental impacts and risks of the 

actual proposed developments in the content of the Local Plan, which could have 

significant adverse environmental impacts and risks (see Section 2 of this paper).   

 

• Para 6.219 states that for WGC 5 “The focus of the SA has been on the component of 

the site that falls within Welwyn Hatfield Borough, with the component of the site falling 

with East Herts being covered by the SA of the East Herts District Plan. References to 

the East Herts component are included in the SA where relevant to the achievement of 

SA objectives for the Welwyn Hatfield Local Plan. It should be noted that the combined 

development will give rise to cumulative effects that are likely to reinforce many of the 

effects identified in the SA of the Welwyn Hatfield component of the development.”   

These cumulative effects must be considered together – not ducked - before any 

decision is made on this proposed development.  

• Para 6.223 states that “SDS2 (WGC5) is considered to have significant negative effects 

on retaining local distinctiveness as the site is located on the edge of Welwyn Garden 

City, close to or within the Green Belt (SA objective 4.4). It was considered to have a 

minor negative effect on the landscape character and a negligible effect on open space 

(also SA objective 4.4). To address these negative effects, Policy SP 19 requires future 

applications to contribute to the wider strategic green infrastructure corridor from St 

Albans through to Hertford, through the incorporation of informal open spaces, 

landscaping and planting, which could create a buffer between the site and the wider 

countryside setting. This site is identified as a greenfield site and although it is located on 

non-agricultural land, it was considered to have a minor negative effect on SA objective 

4.10 (Conservation and sustainable use of land).”   Para 6.225 states that “The site is 

adjacent to the Commons Local Wildlife Site and Local Nature Reserve designated sites, 

which could give rise to a significant negative effect on biodiversity (SA objective 4.6). 

Requirements to incorporate informal open space on the site to contribute to wider 

ecological networks and to provide safe routes for wildlife, protecting and enhancing 

wildlife assets, will help to mitigate the effects of the development, but Policy SP 19 also 

requires that these proposals balance the need of recreation and nature by contributing 

to the wider ecological network and create safe routes for wildlife. Mitigation is also 

provided by Policy SADM 16, which provides further safeguards regarding biodiversity.”   

Para 6.253 concludes that “sites located on the edges of the town more likely to give rise 

to significant negative effects on biodiversity and landscape objectives, and sites closer 

to the town centre more likely to score positively for the reuse of previously developed 

land. Minor and significant negative effects identified in the appraisal will require 

mitigation”. They just “assume that this will be realised through adherence to relevant 

strategic policies”.   
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However, it is not clear what mitigation will be implemented in practice nor how effective 

they will be?  Moreover, the SA fails to set out substantively the scale, nature and 

significance of these significant negative impacts.  Their proposed mitigation measures 

are not clearly adequate; so there could still be significant residual negative impacts 

which they fail to set out so that WHBC can take them into account and determine and 

demonstrate if this harm is clearly outweighed by ‘other considerations (as NPPF would 

require for such impacts in the Green Belt – NPPF para 136).   

• The SA just appears designed to reassure that the Local plan is overall beneficial and 

has little significant adverse impacts.  

 

• Para 6.37 states that “Neither of the existing urban areas of Welwyn Garden City and 

Hatfield are generally subject to fluvial flood risk so development within the existing 

urban areas should help to avoid increasing flood risk resulting in a significant positive 

for SA objective 2.2 (flood risk).”   Paras 6.133 states that “A significant positive effect is 

expected for flood risk”.   Also Para 6.226 draws a similar conclusion regarding WGC 5.    

However, they fail to assess the impacts of new developments in the corridor in 

increasing flood risks elsewhere – as NPPF (Para 155) requires (see Section 5 of this 

paper).  Moreover, para 6.168 states that “ A number of possible minor negative effects 

have been identified as the development of infrastructure across the Borough in general 

could potentially result in an increase in flood risk (SA objective 2.2) due to an increase 

in the extent of impermeable surfaces”.  This contradicts their earlier statements about 

flood risks and also about SUDS being required.  

• Para 6.42 states that “An uncertain effect is expected in relation to SA objective 4.8 

(avoid water pollution). The additional development that will need to take place on 

greenfield land could lead to increased urban run-off and if not managed well, runs the 

risk of pollution to sensitive watercourses in the borough. The Proposed Submission 

Local Plan seeks to address such risks, however there is an element of uncertainty 

regarding delivery.” 

 

• Para 6.133 correctly states that “A minor positive effect can also be expected for water 

pollution (SA objective 4.8) due to the requirement to use Sustainable Urban Drainage 

Systems.”   

SUDS are important and are part of some of the developments (eg at Symondsyde - 

SDS 6 - and North West Hatfield – SDS5 ).  However, it is not clear if they are required in 

all of the proposed developments, esp that for Birchall Garden Suburb (WGC5) which 

has the particularly significantly potential risks for flood risks and water pollution (see 

Section 5 and 6 of this paper).   In relation to WGC 5, Para 6.226 states that “The site is 

located within outer impact zones of a source protection zone, resulting in a potential 

minor negative effect on water pollution (SA objective 4.8). To mitigate against this, 

under Policy SP 18, future proposals will need to incorporate new utilities including 

SUDS and flood mitigation, which could help improve and enhance local water quality”.  

However, it is not clear if these requirements are actually being stipulated and being fully 

included and costed in all the proposed developments in the Plan, especially Birchall 

Garden Suburb (WGC5) 
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•  Para 6.145 correctly states that “it is possible that increased access to open spaces for 

recreation could negatively affect biodiversity.” 

However, contrary to the requirements of NPPF and WHBC’s own policy SP11, the SA 

fails to assess these impacts nor how they could be mitigated and the extent of residual 

impacts to the extent that these impacts cannot be fully mitigated – as we risk will be the 

case.    

1.3 Net Biodiversity Gain and Net Environmental Gain  
In December 2018, Defra set out laudable proposals for mandating that developers could be 

required to deliver a ‘biodiversity net gain’ when building new housing or commercial 

development.7  This aims to ensure that habitats for wildlife must be enhanced and left in a 

measurably better state than they were pre-development.  This was supported by the 

revised Defra Metric 2.08 which would measure the biodiversity assets that could be lost and 

those increased by compensation measures to determine such “net gain”.   

The Herts and Middlesex Wildlife Trust argue, with perhaps some justification, that this 

would be better than the current situation in which development goes ahead without any 

consideration of such biodiversity losses or requirement for compensation and that, “where 

properly applied”- our italics, the Defra policy and metric can lead to significant net gains – 

as they and Defra9 say has been the case in Warwickshire, Coventry and Solihull. But this 

current situation is a very poor baseline that everyone agrees is not a good starting point.  

However, we and other independent experts stress that the current proposals have potential 

major flaws that Defra must overcome in order to achieve their well-intentioned objectives.  

Thus Professor Dieter Helm (Chair of the Natural Capital Committee) states10” 

“Can this be done?..In theory.. yes….But it is not theory that is the problem.  It is the 

practical application, measurement and enforcement regimes that cause serious 

difficulties.  What looks like a sensible approach can easily slip into a ‘licence to 

trash’…..  

Once under concrete there is no way back… 

The question is: What is the baseline against which net environmental gain should be 

set?  It is to be determined relative to the current land use, or relative to other, 

possibly much better, uses?  

The next problem is measurement.  This is where both economists and 

conservationists get into a mess.  It is a mess of misunderstandings about what 

exactly is being measured… 

It is easy to take one small bit of land and say that the impacts of this specific bit 

being developed are typically small.  They almost always are.  But lots of individual 

developments add up to the loss of a habitat with more general consequences….. 

Damage therefore needs to be seen on a system basis” .    

 
7 https://consult.defra.gov.uk/land-use/net-gain/supporting_documents/netgainconsultationdocument.pdf 
8 http://publications.naturalengland.org.uk/publication/6020204538888192 
9 Defra (2018, p. https://consult.defra.gov.uk/land-use/net-
gain/supporting_documents/netgainconsultationdocument.pdf 
10 Helm (2019, p. 206 – 209), Green and Prosperous Land: A blue print for rescuing the countryside.  William 
Collins, ISBN 978-0-00-830447-8. 



 

10 
 

In our response11 to the Defra consultation, as well as Dieter’s points above, we also 

criticised Defra’s consultation paper and revised metric for not providing a robust, objective, 

transparent, verifiable and auditable process – as is claimed.   Moreover, we need to ensure 

that the compensatory measures are truly additional and would not have happened anyway.   

The current system is open to abuse and could lead to regulated trashing of the 

environment.  This proposal is still open to abuse by developers who could just select the 

scores and weights to input into the Defra metric to derive their desired “answers” regarding 

net gain – and there are risks that it could give a cloak of “measured respectability” to such 

practices.  In developing the metric and guidance for its application, Natural England are 

trying to counter such risks by stipulating how to specify the scores and weights for the 

categories in the metric with the aim of reducing potential for hidden subjective judgements. 

In addition, NE are also developing an “Eco Metric” which hopefully could lead to achieving 

properly “Net Environmental Gain” which Defra floated in their consultation as being the 

ultimate desired aim – and would be better than their “Net Biodiversity Gain” as currently 

simplistic and potentially spuriously determined. NE’s Eco Metric covers 18 categories of 

ecosystems services including those covered in this report such as pollination, pest control, 

fish and fishing, recreation, aesthetic value, education and knowledge, flood risk reduction, 

erosion control, fresh water supply, water quality, carbon storage, air quality and noise 

reduction.  It draws on existing data sets such as MAGIC, Catchment Flood Management 

Plans, EA catchment data as well as local surveys.  It is not clear how the scores for the 

development for each of these categories will be objectively and consistently determined (by 

the developer).   

At present it appears that NE’s Eco Metric just takes as given as its starting point the 

findings of the Defra Metric 2.0.  It does not appear to overcome the following problems of 

Defra’s too simplistic Metric 2.0.  It is not clear what would happen if Defra’s simplistic metric 

showed that a development could be shown to achieve “Net Biodiversity Gain”; whilst the 

fuller Eco Metric showed significant negative impacts on ecosystems services to suggest 

that it would not achieve “net environmental again” and hence not be worthwhile.  

We argued that, in order to achieve its laudable intentions, Defra need to take the following 

corrective actions – 10 commandments - to overcome these potential major flaws:  

I. Need a proper and fully transparent assessment of the baseline and the possible 

impacts of a development and the proposed compensation measures.  This should 

assess the full impacts on assets affected and the ecosystems services they 

currently deliver or could deliver if properly managed.  Essentially the whole of these 

benefits and services is much greater than its individual parts taken separately.  

Therefore view the impacts must be assessed strategically as an integrated system.  

This must not just be in terms of specific Has of habitats lost and gained. 

II. Set out these benefits so that local residents can see and appreciate them and so 

that the green corridor, which can then be safeguarded against infringements.   

III. Involve local communities and local experts in these assessments and take due 

account of their knowledge, information and views.  

 
11 Green Corridor Group (2019). Response to Defra Net Gain consultation proposals.  



 

11 
 

IV. Overcome the major potential shortcomings of the Defra metric especially regarding 

the validity of the scores in the scoring and (hidden) weighting system.  There must 

be transparent provision of the evidence behind the scores selected.  

V. Allow full public scrutiny of the proposals, the net gain calculations and the evidence 

behind them – including in particular all subjective assumptions.  In particular, local 

community groups and local experts must be allowed to comment fully on the 

proposals and their supporting evidence.  

VI. Local community groups and local experts must be allowed to appeal against any 

findings and decisions if they consider that the assessment and calculations are 

flawed and/or are not transparent.   

VII. LPAs and county ecologists must be properly resourced and equipped to be able to 

scrutinise fully the assessments and findings of the net gain calculations - by 

developers paying a levy on the developments to cover for the cost of this service.  

This levy would go to the county ecology teams and/or Natural England to monitor 

the assessment and provide a backstop of scrutiny if a County’s ecologists are 

unable or unwilling to perform this task adequately – as could be the case in 

Hertfordshire unless Herts Ecology could up their game.  

VIII. LPAs and county ecologists need to be able to police effectively the system to 

prevent it being gamed and abused by developers and becoming a “licence to trash”.  

There will need to be training and accreditation of ecologists and LPA staff involved 

in carrying out and assessing the net gain calculations and findings.   

IX. LPAs and PINS Inspectors must take the net gain findings fully into account in 

assessing the viability of a proposed development.  The developer must not 

subsequently be allowed to claim that they could not afford to pay fully for the 

measures needed and then back slide on any commitments.  

X. Only implement the policy and metric gradually – as planned by NE who are 

considering a year’s testing and trials before it could be made mandatory.  Evaluate 

experience of the initial application and learn from mistakes which we believe will be 

made by developers in its application.  Be open to fundamental changes in the policy 

in light of this evaluation – as and when the risks we highlight here arise so as to 

avoid them in future.  

Defra have included in the Environment Bill provisions for net biodiversity gain as a condition 

for planning permissions.   This raises the danger of this policy initiative going ahead half 

cock and requires significant safeguards regarding the ten commandments above being 

included in the Bill under schedule 15 and in particular in Defra’s regulations as to how to 

determine  the pre-and post - development biodiversity value of the onsite habitat.   

The Secretary of State for Housing, Communities and Local Government issued guidance 12 

encouraging Local Planning Authorities and developers to go for net biodiversity gain and 

also net environmental gain taking account of our wider concerns highlighted in this report 

 
12 https://www.gov.uk/government/news/brokenshire-orders-house-builders-to-protect-
wildlife?utm_source=8383c819-3c25-43d6-98a5-afb0116ad9e0&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=govuk-
notifications&utm_content=immediate 



 

12 
 

such as natural capital plans; local biodiversity opportunity or ecological network maps; local 

green infrastructure strategies; strategic flood risk assessments; water cycle studies; air 

quality management plans; river basin management plans; and strategic protected species 

licensing areas.  This guidance highlights the need for a proper baseline (and no trashing of 

the site before the assessment) and states that "Planning authorities need to make sure that 

any evidence and rationale supplied by applicants are supported by the appropriate scientific 

expertise and local wildlife knowledge." - in line with three of our key 10 commandment 

conditions. 

WHBC’s Green Corridor Stage 1 report was an important start.  However, it currently has 

significant limitations and appears to have stalled and is now still born.  It is essentially 

oriented towards access and recreation matters. It is weak on ecology and does not address 

other important other multi-dimensions of the Green Corridor.  WHBC urgently needs to 

address these limitations in taking forward comprehensively and substantively the Green 

Corridor in its proposed stage 2.  Specific requirements in the  NPPF that the Green Corridor 

report currently fails to address adequately include implications for the Local Plan regarding: 

• Natural habitats and ecology 

• Fish and fishing  

• Flood risk management  

• Water management   

• Soil erosion 

• Air pollution absorption 

The Green Corridor needs to be based fundamentally on assessing strategically all of the 

assets in the GC and their overall benefits and see how best to protect and enhance them.  

Figure 1.1 sets out WHBC’s proposed Green Corridor in their Stage 1 report.  Figure 1.2 

highlights that this is significantly narrower and poorly specified compared with the existing 

Green Corridor that we believe is needed to protect, enhance and sustain, among other 

matters, the environmental assets and their services and benefits.    

WHBC so far fail to provide convincingly and transparently any evidence of any “very special 

circumstances” and any other considerations that clearly outweigh the losses in their 

proposed smaller green corridor – as NPPF requires (para 88) to justify any such harm to 

the Green Belt.   
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Figure 1.1 WHBC’s proposed Green Corridor 

 

Figure 1.2.  Green Corridor Group’s Green Corridor 

 

1.4 Outline and rationale for the paper 
Therefore this paper sets out the current and potential ecosystems services benefits of our 

proposed green corridor and the potential threats to these benefits and shows how these 

merit a strategic approach with specific measures to protect, enhance and manage networks 

of biodiversity and green infrastructure in the Green Corridor.  This aims to identify 

shortcomings regarding the soundness of the Council’s draft Local Plan in terms of the 

above specific requirements and provide information, insights and questions designed to 

assist the Councils to deliver a sound plan.  . 
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Environmental scientists nowadays assess and evaluate natural resources and assets in 

terms of the type and amount of capital and the services they provide. This has the 

advantage that their value can be set alongside other development pressures that are 

particularly significant in Hertfordshire, which has seen significant increases in population – 

with an increase in 20% in St Albans between 1961 and 2001 – and an even greater 

increase in houses.   

Green corridors have long been associated with rivers and recent flooding events in the UK 

have broadened the vision of river corridors, highlighting the need for green corridor 

management within the flood plains and associated land alongside rivers - the blue corridor.  

How big should a green corridor be is the key question?  The present housing boundaries of 

Welwyn Garden City and Hatfield, along with major road networks and especially the A 414 

already form boundaries to the maximum width of the corridor.   

The opportunities to protect and more importantly enhance this corridor with good quality 

green infrastructure and provide permanent access for people, including linking the Cole 

Green Way to The Alban Way is achievable by working with the corridor’s six major land 

owners - five already have broad agreement. By viewing development strategically it can 

coexist with wildlife.  Developers could also provide funding for access and habitat creation 

for wildlife, linking the six wildlife hotspots in the corridor.  A secure corridor will provide a 

buffering zone for man and wildlife as ever increasing housing demands on green belt 

continue.   Experience at, for example, Amwell Magna show that determined strategic 

measures can be effective at restoring habitats and water bodies and yield highly worthwhile 

and sustainable improvements in fish populations.   

Consequently, the Central Hertfordshire Green Corridor Group (CHGCG)’s aims to:  

• Increase public awareness of the sustainable opportunities and benefits generated by a 

well planned green corridor. 

• Promote and lobby for improvements to the green corridor within planning authorities 

and councils. 

• Engage with landowners and developers on an individual and landscape/corridor wide 

scale. 

• Respond to development proposals as appropriate. 

• Identify projects that collectively maintain and enhance the benefits of the green corridor. 

• Share specialist knowledge and improve communications. 

In this context, it is particularly important to set out the scale, nature and value of the natural 

assets in the Green Corridor so that they can be viewed on a par with development 

pressures and duly considered by the planners.  This analysis can help to: 

• Highlight the importance of the Green Corridor’s various  benefits to people 

• Promote measures to enhance the Green Corridor so that it becomes a sustainable 

entity generating useful benefits that the local community considers valuable.  Hence 

help prevent subsequent encroachment into it.  

• Inform planning and wider policy development 

• Inform the scale and nature of the Green Corridor needed by showing how the 

ecosystems services benefits depend on the scale and connectivity of the corridor. 
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• Persuade landowners of the value of actions to increase ecosystem service provision 

• Highlight how improved land management can yield greater ecosystem service benefits  

•  Make the economic case for investment and securing finances to improve the corridor to 

yield such benefits (via S 106 agreements, LEPs, Defra Countryside Stewardship). 

This paper therefore aims to set out the following ecosystems services that the green 

corridor currently provide and also those that it could provide as well as those valuable 

services that could be lost by the proposed developments in WHBC’s draft local plan: 

Benefits of current assets in the Green corridor: 

• Natural habitats and nature reserves (see Annex I) 

• Agri-eco services from bats, bees and other pollinating insects 

• Fish and Fishing  

Potential lost benefits from adverse developments in the Green Corridor 

• Flood risk management  

• Aquifer replenishment: pressures on water resources from increased water demand  

• Potential lost ecological benefits from narrowing of the corridor 

Potential benefits from enhancing the Green Corridor 

• Filtering leachate and contaminants from Tarmac’s former landfill site  

• Reducing soil erosion and sediment input to the rivers Lea and Mimram, which is 

particularly important concerning trout reproduction in the latter.  

• Air pollution absorption 

• Recreation and improved access 

For each of these assets and services, we highlight in italics specific questions that those 

identified need to answer before any decisions are taking affecting the corridor. These include 

the overall questions below which WHBC’s current Local Plans fails to address.  

Overall questions for the Borough Councils  

• Need to set out comprehensively and transparently the environmental assets in the 

Green Corridor and the benefits and services they currently provide and the potential 

benefits of enhancing these assets in the corridor.  

• Need accordingly to map out the breadth, length and connectivity of a green corridor 

in the Green Belt that could deliver to the greatest extent these current and potential 

ecosystems services benefits. 

• How will you transparently take into account any implications for these ecosystems 

services benefits of any decisions affecting the corridor? 

• Where is the evidence that they have given substantial weight to any harm to the 

Green Belt?.   Where is the evidence of very special circumstances’ where such harm 

is clearly outweighed by other considerations?.(NPPF para 88) 

• How will WHBC put into real substantive effect its plans in SP 11 and 12? 

The document has benefitted from constructive expert discussions with the Environment 

Agency, Herts and Middlesex Wildlife Trust, Middle Lea catchment partnership, Hertfordshire 

County Council  Countryside Management Service and peer review by Professor Joe Morris 

of Cranfield University (a leading environmental economist on in particular soil degradation 

matters) and Professors Susana Mourato and Giles Atkinson (leading environmental 

economists at the LSE).  However, naturally the paper just represents the views of the authors.   
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2 Natural Environment and Ecology  
In October 2006, the Natural Environment and Rural Communities Act came into force. 

Section 40 of this Act states that all public authorities must have regard to biodiversity, as far 

as is consistent with the proper exercise of their functions. This new ‘Biodiversity Duty’ 

relates to all public authorities and it means that they must make efforts to conserve 

biodiversity in all of their activities. To fulfil the Biodiversity Duty, Public Authorities should: 

ensure there is no net loss in the biodiversity of a site, aim to enhance biodiversity; and 

ensure no loss in habitat connectivity. 

To fulfil this, a full inventory of habitats and species within the existing green corridor, both 

north and south of the A414, is key.  Major roads are known to form barriers to wildlife 

movement and in the case of the A414 it is clearly demonstrated by the badger and polecat 

data held by Hertfordshire Environmental Record Centre.  

Defining the importance of this green corridor in this paper is based on the principles of the 

Living Landscapes project that the Wildlife Trusts of Great Britain promoted.  A succession 

of government responses, including The Lawton Review, 2010 and 2013 Environment White 

paper emphasised the need for wide green corridors as being crucial for the successful 

movement of wildlife as it copes with climate change and man’s ever increasing demands on 

green space for housing. 

For decades wildlife has been largely conserved in isolation within important key sites, such 

as nature reserves and county wildlife sites. In many instances these wildlife jewels have 

worked alongside arable stewardship schemes benefitting both species and man. The 

fragility of isolating these sites has now been recognised.  

The green corridor partially encompasses the river Lea to the northwest of Mill Green and 

then flows south of the A414 along the corridor. The River Mimram lies to the north east with 

the interfluve between these two rivers supporting the current extent of Welwyn Garden City. 

Diverse habitats are associated with these sections of the rivers including, meadows, marsh, 

fenland and scrub and support diverse communities of species.  

The habitats found within the corridor are equally diverse and species prosper by the current 

connectivity of habitats. By far the most dominant habitat within the corridor is arable 

farmland and this is surrounded by a network of hedgerows, track ways, ancient semi natural 

and ancient woodlands along with plantation woodland blocks and grassland. Early 

successional grassland blocks are also found within the corridor on Mill Green Golf Course. 

Mature and extensive species rich grassland is found over the former landfill site of Cole 

Green which supports a large diversity of species, including invertebrates, reptiles, mammals 

and birds and sits within the central area of the corridor. 

Recent mapping by the Herts & Middlesex Wildlife Trust for the Local Nature Partnerships 

project has highlighted county wide hotspots of habitat and proposed important corridors to 

link these areas, one of which lies over the corridor promoted in this report.  Figure 2.1 and 

Annex 1 describes the specific nature reserves in the corridor and highlights how they 

provide important links and ecosystem service benefits across and outside the Green 

Corridor.  This highlights the importance of taking a strategic view in considering the Green 

Corridor and its benefits – as NPPF requires.  
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The habitat and activity mapping alongside other data produced for this report demonstrates 

that the corridor already functions in the way proposed by the Living Landscapes project and 

clearly demonstrates that diverse wildlife habitats are North of the A414.  

The corridor already allows free movement of wildlife and promotes people’s well being and 

health and has done for millennia – as evidenced by continued habitation between the two 

river valleys from the Neolithic period, some 7000 years ago to the present day. 

These benefits relate to more than just a strip of land since they yield significant direct and 

indirect benefits elsewhere in the Green Corridor and wider.   

For example, with respect to WGC5, the open rough grassland on the former landfill site 

currently well away from housing provides an important and valuable habitat for the 

mammals such as voles that are needed to sustain the barn owls and their chicks that are 

now successfully breeding in the trees at the Commons.  They require about 23 acres of 

natural grassland to support them.  

Thus the former landfill site represents a good example of rewilding which contains rich 

ecosystem assets that yield such important services and benefits at little or no opportunity 

costs and certainly without the opportunity costs of foregone agricultural outputs that can 

constrain some valuable rewilding opportunities.  

These benefits stretch across the Green corridor and wider.  For example, the arable and 

common land on the Commons provide winter feeding for significant birds at Stanborough 

Reed marsh and also wider outside the county.  

Essentially the whole of these benefits and services is much greater than its individual parts 

taken separately.  Therefore the Green Corridor needs to be viewed as an integrated system 

and considered strategically.  For the Local Plan to be sound, the Council need to set out a 

strategic assessment of the environmental assets in the Green Corridor and their 

wideranging ecosystems services and benefits. 

There are risks that proposed developments in the Green Corridor (such as Birchall Garden 

Suburb) could isolate communities and cause abandonment of areas and possible local 

extinctions as gene pools are restricted.  Therefore it is essential to understand the potential 

for species and their numbers are crucial before sites are adopted into the district plans. 

Figure 2.1.  Nature reserves, habitats and landscapes in and around the Green Corridor 
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Key: Red Nature Reserves, Green – Grassland, Mauve- Woodland, Blue Rivers and Lakes, Yellow- Arable 

A current and up to date biodiversity assessment is essential and must be carried out as it 

will allow potential impacts to be measured. It must ensure there is no loss of connectivity 

and isolation of species given the potential threat of development proposed within the district 

plans of Welwyn Hatfield and East Herts Councils. 

The size and number of developments proposed within the corridor could have a dramatic 

effect on species movement and a strategic assessment must be carried out. While common 

species may be able to cope with changes we must consider protected species such as 

those listed as being at the highest level under European law, also species of principle 

importance and red listed bird species. There is the potential to impact on more than 50 

species based on data already recorded. 

WHBC’s Green Corridor Stage 1 report seems to be based on reports (on landscape 

character assessment and biodiversity action plan) dating back to 2005 and 2006 

respectively and then a limited consultation in a workshop in 2015.  WHBC do not seem to 

base their plan on any current actual systematic assessment of the ecology and natural 

environmental assets in the corridor, their potential strategic linkages and their ecosystems 

services benefits.   This is essential before they make planning decisions affecting the green 

corridor.  

WHBC state (p. 20) that “When planning for major development sites within or adjacent to 

the green corridor, it will be important to have regard to the above designations and provide 

buffer zones between these sensitive areas and any new urban form. In particular it will be 

important to create green (and where appropriate blue) links through areas of development 

to allow movement of species”.  However, the proposal in their plan for Birchall Garden 

suburb (SDS 2 – formerly WGC 5) runs directly counter to this laudable intention.   

WHBC propose (p. 36) use of the “biodiversity impact assessment calculator” to offset 

impacts of developments and ensure that there is no net loss of in diversity.  However, it is 

not at all clear how they would apply this nor more importantly whether this calculator 

adequately captures the full ecosystems services benefits of the Green Corridor (as initially 

outlined in this paper) and whether it could ensure no reduction in the environmental benefits 

of the assets in the Green Corridor – see our critique of Defra’s net gain proposals in Section 

1.3. .  
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The areas proposed for development within greenbelt land are all within existing land 

managed for arable production. While arable may be considered as a poor quality habitat in 

biodiversity terms through its monoculture species it facilitates the movement of mammal 

species and birds that are wide ranging and will move through it to forage within these areas 

and is therefore an integral part of their biological requirements. Species recorded locally 

include brown hare, polecat, badger, harvest mouse and hedgehog. The winter stubbles also 

provide food for foraging farmland birds including, linnet, yellowhammer and grey partridge 

and previous studies show that they are recorded in high numbers in the central part of the 

corridor. 

At least ten species of bats, which are protected by European law, are recorded feeding 

around the fishing pit on Holwell Hyde Lane. Eight species are also recorded within the 

Commons Local Nature Reserve and both areas are affected on the north west of the 

proposed Birchall Garden Suburb development. Dense housing and roads are proposed 

between these areas that will see a dramatic increase in artificial lighting which has potential 

to cause bats to desert these favoured feeding habitats. Some of these species potentially 

move 20 kilometres from roosting sites for prime foraging areas which in the case of the two 

sites mentioned are areas which are therefore important. .  

There are the following outstanding questions regarding the natural environment which 

WHBC’s Local Plan fails to address: 

• Do the Councils have a plan for biodiversity at a landscape-scale across local 

authority boundaries (NPPF 117); 

• Where is their identification and mapping of components of the local ecological 

networks, including the hierarchy of international, national and locally designated sites 

of importance for biodiversity; 

• What up-to‑date information are the Councils using about the natural environment 

and other characteristics of the area – prior to their planning decisions?  Are they 

drawing, for example, from River Basin Management Plans, catchment management 

plans, working with Local Nature Partnerships, and assessments of existing and 

potential components of ecological networks?). 

• What are they doing to promote the preservation, restoration and re-creation of priority 

habitats, ecological networks and the protection and recovery of priority species  

linked to national and local targets,  

2.2 Agri-eco services from bees, other pollinating insects and regulating pests 
The valuable role of the corridor in providing natural habitats and producing major crops 

such as wheat, barley and maize (sweet corn) and fattening cattle and sheep and the 

greater connectivity it could provide has a particularly valuable and essential indirect role in 

providing nectar for honey bees, bumble bees, other insects and bats. They in turn provide 

pollination services which are valuable for orchards, oil seed rape, peas and beans and 

meadows which are important crops in the corridor and its neighbouring lands. Hatfield Park 

Estate is a major land owner whose land borders the corridor from Stanborough to 

Hertingfordbury. The majority of the land to the south of the A414 abutting the corridor 

boundary is in arable production.  25% of its crops over the past 10 years have been beans 

and oil seed rape. The estate is predicting a similar percentage over the next 10 years. 
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Farmers benefit from a supply of predatory insects in order to regulate the number of aphids 

and other pests on crops. It is widely believed that more diverse natural ecosystems in close 

proximity to crops leads to a more balanced agricultural system nearby tho research to prove 

this is difficult to conduct.  

At present, the stock of honey bees has been declining recently and is currently under 

pressure from diseases and attack from other predatory species such as hornets. Currently 

we are aware of a strong demand for areas where bees can forage especially on wild plants 

as bee keeping grows in popularity. There are around 100 bee keepers within the area of the 

corridor and membership of Hertfordshire Bee Keeping Association is high along with sub 

groups such as Welwyn Bee Keepers. 

Agencies such as ‘Buglife’ are keen to diversify and expand the areas available to 

invertebrates and equally important pollenating insects and honey bees that play a major 

role in the pollination of arable crops. Their recently published consultation document for 

expanding existing B-lines from the east of England now runs through Hertfordshire.  Two sit 

directly over our proposed corridor and extend west from Hertford to Stanborough along the 

River Lea and similarly north along the River Mimram, tho our proposed green corridor is 

more pragmatic and not as wide ranging.   

Figure 2.2: Buglife’s proposed B lines 

 

Farmers in the corridor have received payments under the countryside stewardship scheme 

to provide margins, strips and implement other land use practices to help insects.  But many 

of these payments are now coming to an end.  It is not clear if the payments will continue to 

the same extent in the future or that farmers will go for them so that these practices could 

decline in future.  This will place the pollinating insects under greater and increasing threat.    

WHBC’s Local Plan fails to address this important matter. 
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We need to clarify and monitor carefully Defra’s developing proposals for public payments 

for public benefits such as these ecosystems services benefits highlighted here.   

We also need to clarify and monitor carefully the implications of Brexit for public finances, 

total funding available for agricultural support and also any adverse impacts on agriculture of 

possible trade deals with countries such as the USA who are likely to press for us to allow 

imports of their agricultural products produced at lower costs by their large agri-business 

units. ,  

2.2.1 Orchards 

Michael Clark, FRZ (2016) highlights the revival of interest in fruit and the importance of 

established orchards to wildlife. The eighty three year old community orchard at Tewin which 

has been partly re-planted with over two hundred local and nationally important varieties is 

managed partly for its fruit and partly as a wild area to encourage bird and insect life. It has a 

public hide for watching the wild mammals which is managed jointly by the Badger Group 

and the reserve owners, the Hertfordshire & Middlesex Wildlife Trust. Since 1990 Apple 

Days have sold the fruit, which is never sprayed, to an increasingly interested public and 

over a thousand visitors book the hide from all over the world as well as London and the 

surrounding counties. 

 Figure 2.3 Activities benefiting from ecosystem services of the Green Corridor

 

The potential for supplying local demand for fresh fruit, juice, cider and perry could be 

developed by combining the established wildlife habitats along the Mimram corridor on both 

Panshanger side and the ‘plot lands’ that were sold off when some of the best farm land in 

England was taken out of production as an investment scheme. This valley was identified in 

Hertfordshire planning documents as being of outstanding natural beauty and importance. A 

simple by-law by HCC could have fruit farming across the area, retaining the skylarks and 

kestrels that flourish here and using the vacant dairy building as a juicing centre for the 

district. There is an increasing demand for juicing locally and the countryside all round 
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Welwyn Garden City and Tewin is suitable for production, bringing employment and value to 

what has been for over a decade neglected, unproductive land.   

Orchards have been found to be one of the best habitats for wildlife, particularly as they age. 

We now have enough knowledge in the County to advise on their development and planting 

as our temperatures are now much the same as Kent’s a century ago. For successful 

pollination and high yields from fruit crops, a degree or two of average temperature can 

mean the difference between profit and loss. Orchards can include ponds and wilderness 

without affecting cropping and it is predicted that robotics will be capable of carrying out fruit 

picking within a decade.  

The loss of orchards due to neglect or removal has been occurring at an alarming rate over 

the past 50 years. This has been recognised as detrimental by many who are passionate 

about the orchards’ role in biodiversity of an area. A project called Orchards East is now in 

its 2nd year and is being coordinated by The University of East Anglia and funded by the 

Heritage Lottery Fund. 

Local volunteer surveyors from the six counties of East Anglia, Norfolk, Suffolk, 

Cambridgeshire, Bedfordshire, Hertfordshire and Essex have surveyed large areas of these 

counties while referring to historic maps from 1890 to 1900 that recorded orchard sites at 

that time. 

Recording what remains of those orchards and detailing whether they are complete or in part 

or the fact that they may have succumbed to urbanization is the first part of the survey, A key 

part of the site record would be to assess the age of the trees, possibly identification of 

varieties but a site’s biodiversity value is determined by the current wildlife found over the 

site, and this depends on how the orchard is managed.   

The three parishes that make up the green corridor from Stanborough to Hertford are 

Hatfield Hyde, Essendon and Hertingfordbury and all three have been surveyed as part of 

the project. The overall results of the project will not be published until at least 2020 but 

locally we have lost 80% of the orchards overall in these three parishes. 

Essendon and Hertingfordbury are considered rural parishes and percentage losses overall 

were far less in these areas when compared to those in Hatfield Hyde, which was the area 

chosen by Sir Ebenezer Howard for the construction of his second Garden City.  A large 

area of the parish was used for the early development phase of Welwyn Garden City and its 

expansion has continued through subsequent years since the 1920’s. The survey results for 

Hatfield Hyde show that out of 15 orchards recorded on the early mapping of 1900, only two 

survive to the present day.  

Restoration of five surviving private orchards is underway in the corridor, one at Lemsford 

Mill and four in Hatfield Park Estate.  A locally found wilding apple variety, ‘Ethelbert 

Oakenfull’, discovered in the corridor on the site of what is now Mill Green Golf Club five 

decades ago and a wilding apple tree from Essendon Village, now named ‘Robert Cecil’ 

have both been accepted by the Royal Horticultural Society as ‘Local Cultivars’ following 

successful DNA testing and there are several other apple trees following the same process. 

This would suggest that the existing corridor habitats already help provide a valuable 

ecosystem service for the economy and should be protected and more importantly improved. 
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WHBC need to consider protecting and enhancing this service by including requirements for 

bug friendly open spaces, allotments and green roofs in conditions for new developments.  

Also WHBC should require or encourage (in some way) the developer to provide a resident 

funded schemes to encourage houses to have wildlife friendly gardens.   

 

2.2.2 Pollination questions 

Questions: For Bug Life:   
• Number and output of orchards and other crops benefiting from pollinators in Green 

corridor 
• What is the depth, length and connectivity of realistic areas needed to support bees 

and other pollinating insects in the corridor?  

• what would be the implications for pollinators of positive and negative changes within 
the Green Corridor?  

Questions for Borough Councils:  
• What are the provisions and requirements for green space and gardens in housing 

developments near the corridor to provide nectar to support bees and other 
pollinating insects?  

• Could they require or encourage the developer to institute a resident funded 
schemes to encourage houses to have wildlife friendly gardens.    

Question for Herts and Middlesex Wildlife Trust 
• What information do you have on ecologically suitable gardens for central Herts and 

a grading of gardens regarding their ecological suitability?   Could this be used in any 
such scheme? 

3 Fishing 
There is currently a high demand for fishing in the areas around the Green Corridor.  There 

are many fishing clubs using the water bodies in the corridor whose quality would be 

safequarded by protecting the Green corridor and could be enhanced by improvements in it.  

For example, Welwyn Garden City fishing club has 450 members.  Hatfield fishing club has 

100 members.  At Panshanger Park, the fly-fishing club called 'Panshanger anglers' 

currently have a waiting list of 12 people.  There are numerous coarse fishing clubs on 

stretches of the Lea and Mimram with day-fishing licences so making the sport 'available to 

all' which is favoured by Friends of Panshanger Park amongst others.  Fly-fishing is the 

highest value type of fishing and the Mimram is the only river with trout and grayling north of 

the Thames and south of the Peak District.  So it is of the highest value.    

EA 13 states that “The challenges posed by existing and potential invasive non-native 

species could become significant.  Management or eradication will require coordinated effort 

from many organisations and individuals. The support of public and private landowners will 

be the key to the speed at which progress can be made”.   The positive protection and 

management in the Green Corridor could play an important part in this work.    

3.1 Questions for fishing clubs and Environment Agency:   

• What are current and potential demand for fishing? 

 
13 Environment Agency (2014, p12) The Upper Lee Management: A summary of information about the water 
environment in the Upper Lee management catchment.    
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• What measures (eg improved environmental mgt) are needed (by whom?) to support 

and protect fish and fishing benefits in the corridor (see water quality measures below)? 

To what extent are these included in the Lea catchment management plan? 

• How extensive are these in terms of breadth, length and connectivity in the corridor?   

• How realise these measures?   

4 Water Resource management  
The Upper Lee Abstraction Licensing Strategy (2013) indicates that this catchment is over 

licenses so that none of the water bodies in the Green Corridor catchment and available for 

licensing14.  This means that there are significant abstraction constraints affecting any 

proposed development in the corridor which will therefore need to include significant SUDS 

and water saving measures to reduce water consumption from any new houses to the lowest 

possible level.  

Affinity’s draft Water Resource Management Plan (dWRMP) stresses the need to reduce 

demand for water. But their dWRMP, has the following significantly shortcomings.  

Specifically, they assess the risk of a dry year reducing deployable output across the plan 

period.  This appears to be based on “average dry years”. This risks making the same basic 

mistake which the finance industry fell foul of in sleepwalking into the 2008 crash. Outlying 

statistical events were then discounted as “Black Swan” events, too extreme to model or 

plan for. For a matter as critical as public water supply Affinity’s WRMP should fully address 

such risks.  Their dry year planning should be based on the worst historic (1999 in this area) 

plus forecasts for future water demand and supply with an adequate allowance for climate 

change.    

Specifically the dWRMP presents a baseline which shows a significant increase in water 

consumption and a major shortfall in the supply and demand balance in the long term.  But 

we have severe doubts about their forecasts of demand falls in the short term, which appear 

to be based on unrealistically optimistic assumptions about large increases in metering.   

Moreover and most significantly, we have severe doubts about Affinity’s assessment of the 

risks and effectiveness of the measures they propose to adopt.  There are high risks of these 

not being as effective as they optimistically suggest especially in the early period.  In 

particular, their front loading of the measures and their estimated impacts significantly 

downplays and fails to highlight the risks in the supply and demand balance in the short 

term.  

Therefore we worry that there are high risks of significant shortfalls in demand arising much 

earlier than Affinity set out.  Affinity must provide clearly and transparently a forensic scrutiny 

of these unrealistic short term assumptions. The WRMP should then diligently set out these 

risks and what they would do if their optimistic reductions in demand do not materialise.   

The dWRMP makes no cross checking reference against the EA’s earlier assessment (see 

Table 1) which identified Affinity as having seriously water stressed catchments both 

currently and in the future with expected future growth in abstractions and climate change . 

 
14 Herts & Middlesex Wildlife Trust (2015, p. 30), Water and Ecosystems Evidence Project.  
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Their water body water stress calculation is based on the Water Exploitation Index (WEI+) 

developed by the European Environment Agency.  

 

 
 
Environment Agency and Natural Resources Wales (2013).  Water Stressed areas: Final 
Classification.https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads
/attachment_data/file/244333/water-stressed-classification-2013.pdf.  
 

Affinity’s revised draft WRMP (in main document) lists a large number of existing abstraction 

sites in Hertfordshire at risk of environmental damage from low flow and which they may be 

investigating to reduce abstraction from.  But we are not convinced that these impacts are 

adequately addressed.  Indeed the report acknowledges this in paragraph 5.7.5 on page 84!  

Moreover, ecological evidence given at recent RBMP partnership workshop on the problems 

from abstraction at these sites are not fully reflected in the dRMP.  As Fergal Sharkey rightly 

and clearly stated at this workshop, Affinity must adopt a much more robust approach and 

implement strong and effective measures to reduce consumption and hence abstractions to 

protect these sites.   This must be an essential priority first step in any two step process prior 

to enhancing the ecological state of these sites.    

Affinity’s dWRMP has the following serious failures regarding the impacts and implications of 

the significant housing developments proposed in the Local Plans in Affinity’s Water 

Resource Zones:  

1. Affinity fail to set out substantively the extent to which these proposed housing 

developments will contribute to the increases in water consumption and the short falls in 

supply that Affinity’s dWRMP sets out for the long term but in fact underestimate in the short 

term (see above) and the risks of such shortfalls arising in both the short and the long terms.  

Table 1  Water companies with water stressed catchments  

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/244333/water-stressed-classification-2013.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/244333/water-stressed-classification-2013.pdf
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2. They fail to set out and substantiate the increased water resource management costs 

that these housing developments would cause.  Affinity’s dRMP fails to identify and quantify 

the significant additional water consumption from specific sources – most notably the 

significant amounts of additional house building proposed in the Local Plans for its zones.  

Moreover, they fail to assign the significant additional water resource management costs 

associated with this house building to the house building proposals accordingly. Instead 

Affinity are spreading these additional costs over all `consumers who are thereby cross 

subsidising developers so that the rise in water bills for existing customers is higher than 

they ought to be.    

Specifically, p.  46.  Para 3.4.56 (of main document) highlights the spreading bromate 

contamination risks for aquifers extending to Hatfield.  But they then fail to highlight the 

implications and costs of this for the proposed housing developments in WHBC’s Local Plan 

in terms of the costs of having to seek and ship in water from other aquifers to dilute the 

contaminated water in these aquifers.  The significance of this problem was highlighted 

recently by the Secretary of State for Housing, Communities and Local Government (James 

Brokenshire) upholding Hertfordshire County Council’s decision to refuse planning 

permission for a quarry at Bengeo Field, Hertford in the face of the local community’s 

concerns, including the threats to the local water supply, and the loss of wildlife habitats.  In 

his decision, the minister backed the local group’s views that the proposed project 

represented a major threat to water supplies – see  https://bit.ly/2GkjdJn.  But Affinity’s 

dWRMP fails to give due recognition to the significance of these problems.   

3. Most significantly, the dWRMP fails to insist that strict and effective controls are 

imposed as essential conditions on these proposed new housing developments.  This should 

include water saving measures, rainwater harvesting and SUDS etc.  Integrating such 

measures into the housing developments can increase their effectiveness and efficiency and 

is much cheaper than subsequent retrofitting savings measures in existing buildings.   But 

the dWRMP is unclear or silent on this.  For example, specifically it is not clear what is 

meant by “we expect the EA to use its powers to mitigate this risk (highlighted above) – “as 

far as reasonable and practicable”.  

4. In its advice to the Local Planning authorities and Inspectors for the Independent 

examination of Local plans, Affinity has hidden behind its duty to supply water.  Affinity has 

only given them bland assurances and the misleading impression that there are no water 

resource and supply problems concerning the proposed housing developments, which is 

belied by the evidence in and behind the dWRMP.  It is a gross dereliction of their duty that 

Affinity have failed to inform Local Planning authorities and Inspectors of the problems and 

risks of shortfalls in water supply and how these could be exacerbated by the increasing 

demand (including by the proposed housing developments).    

5.  Moreover, Affinity should insist that the measures highlighted in point 3 above are strictly 

imposed as essential conditions on these proposed new housing developments to help 

reduce the water resource and supply problems that they would otherwise cause.  The 

dWRMP – properly carried out to address the problems highlighted above regarding the 

risks in the short term associated with their overly optimistic assumptions – is an essential 

opportunity for Affinity to set out fairly and squarely these risks and bring them to the due 

attention of the Local Planning Authorities and the Inspectors. 

https://bit.ly/2GkjdJn
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5. Flood risk management  
EHDC (2016, p.50) state that there are significant flood risks in Hertford some of which 

originate from the River Lea, for which the floodplain is generally narrow   WHBC15  (p. 19) 

state that flooding does not pose a significant risk for the green corridor project proposals.  

They acknowledge that this assessment does not take account of the impact of any new 

development but then ignore the implications of this important omission in assessing the 

impacts of new developments in the corridor in increasing flood risks elsewhere – as NPPF 

requires.  

Regulating environmental services include controlling water flow and the surface quality of 

the ground and factors affecting penetration rates.  Flood risk problems mean that the 

absorptive properties of the vegetation and man-made surfaces are becoming more and 

more important.    53,400 properties in Hertfordshire were predicted (in 2008) to be at risk of 

deep flooding (up to 0.3 metres) in a high risk (1 in 200 chance in any year) event.  

The WHBC report  (2011, p. 27) states that “  Utilisation of the flood zones between Hatfield 

and Welwyn Garden City and smaller outlying villages to the north as multifunctional green 

space should be a priority for the settlements. Expansion of wetland habitat and features 

within the river catchments and flood zones are recommended to create more flexible and 

adaptive response to managing flood risk. Also the creation of soft and flexible solutions to 

flood defences (‘spaces for water’) and around pinch points reflecting landscape character of 

the valley landscapes, is often more appropriate than engineered solutions.” 

A prime flood zone for the river Lea is between Hatfield and Welwyn Garden City (including 

key assets such as Stanborough Lakes and the Broadwater at Hatfield Park).  Capturing run 

off from the A414 and A1(M) and surface water from future development could help alleviate 

pressures relating to urban extensions and aid in enhancing biodiversity in the area (e.g. an 

enhanced wetland environment, avoiding creating pinch points due to any future growth).16 

Silt run off from BP Mitchell frequently and persistently clogs the drains and causes flooding 

of the A 414 and Birchall Lane, which imposes costs on HCC to clear and increases flood 

risks to motorists and local residents.  East Herts District Council17 (2016, p54) Flood Risk 

Assessment highlights problems of blocked drains, default drainage and resulting flooded 

roads on these roads and flood damage to properties.   

Manmade surfaces such as paving in housing developments increase flood risks.  

Consequently, proposers of housing developments (e.g. such as Tarmac’s proposals) have 

to provide the flood risk management authority (HCC) with a Flood risk Assessment and a 

surface water management plan regarding any implications for flood risks and drainage. 

They have to propose ways of offsetting any increase in such risks that the housing 

development could otherwise cause.   There is no evidence that such assessments have 

been duly carried out and published.  

 
15   Welwyn Hatfield Borough Council (2016, Green Corridor Strategic Framework Plan.  Stage 1 Report, August 
2016 
16 WHBC report (2011, p. 27) 
17 East Hertfordshire District Council (2016). Level 1 and 2 Strategic Flood Risk Assessment 
Final Report.  Report by JBA consulting.  



 

28 
 

A good example of the flood risk management implications of proposed developments in the 

Green Corridor is Hatfield Hyde Brook that is listed as main-river. It flows through the 

Commons Local Nature Reserve on the boundary with Commons Wood and road drainage 

infrastructure from the construction of the Howland’s, Hall Grove and Thistle Grove areas of 

Welwyn Garden City. Water levels there rise significantly in moderate rain. Recorded 

pollution events investigated by the Environment Agency since the establishment of the 

Commons LNR in 1998 have shown the water catchment for surface water comes from as 

far away as Woodhall, Panshanger and Boundary Lane areas.  In heavy rain and over a very 

short period the brooks banks, which are over I metre high, are breached and flooding of 

adjacent areas of Commons Wood and the arable land to the east occurs.  

The construction of 160 homes and a care home, already granted planning permission on 

the Queen Elizabeth 2nd Hospital site and the housing proposed for the Woodside Centre in 

the Commons would significantly increase flood risks in the area. 

Any additional housing proposed for WGC5 on the arable ridge above the Commons LNR 

and Commons wood would significantly increase surface water input to Hatfield Hyde Brook.  

Without substantive control measures, more significant flooding will be a regular occurrence.   

WHBC (2016, para 13.56)18 states that “All new development coming forward in the borough 

will however be required to provide sustainable urban drainage systems (SuDs) on site to 

reduce the risk of flooding”. 

Conversely and more positively, woodlands, scrub, grasslands, marshes and fens in the 

corridor could help reduce risks of the River Lea flooding houses and businesses 

downstream in Hertford and Ware. Permanent species-rich grasslands are much better than 

a short-term ley or a cereal crop, especially an immature one.  A good example of this is 

Black Fan Fen on the Commons LNR. The 0.5 hectare of fen marsh provides a sponge to 

soak up excess rainfall and water that drains from the adjoining arable and residential 

housing of Thistle Grove.  

5.1 Questions concerning flood risk management  

There are the following questions for HCC (as body responsible for flood risk management) 

and the Borough Councils, which the Local Plan fails to address adequately: 

• Are the drains clogged by BP Mitchell in HCC’s 770 most problematic drains?  

• What does it cost HCC (or their contractor Ringway) to clear these drains?    

• Did BP Mitchell’s planning application for its recent extension include a surface water 

management plan?  If not, why not? If it did, then what did it say about impacts on 

clogging drains? 

• What Flood Risk Assessment have the Councils carried out for proposed developments 

in the corridor  potentially increasing flood risks elsewhere such as downstream in and 

towards Hertford – in particular Tarmac’s proposal. (NPPF para 155).   

• What measures will be required to mitigate any such additional flood risks? 

 
18 Welwyn Hatfield Borough Council (2016), Infrastructure Delivery Plan.   
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6 Water quality Regulation and Contamination risks  
Figure 6.1: Overlaps of former landfill site (pink) and proposed Birchall Garden suburb development  

 

Welwyn Garden City Society19  highlight the potential contamination from the former landfill 

site at old gravel diggings at Birchall.  Figure 6.1 shows the overlaps between this site (in 

pink) and Tarmac’ proposed development of ‘Birchall Garden Suburb’ (WGC5 – now called 

SDS2) in WHBC’s Local Plan.  There is considerable leachate and methane gas venting 

from organic waste dumped in the past. While landfill sites today are heavily regulated, many 

of our historic landfill sites in central Hertfordshire date from the early to mid-1900’s, when 

controls appear to have been little or non-existent.   The resultant leachate is now a major 

environmental hazard.  Even from the first capping of the main site in the 1980s, leachate 

 
19 Welwyn Garden City Society (2016), What lies beneath: potential contamination of land within WGC. 
November 2016.http://welwynhatfield.co.uk/wgc_society/?page_id=1965 

http://welwynhatfield.co.uk/wgc_society/?page_id=1965
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was of concern and huge pumps circulated water, 24 hours a day, taking from water draining 

from Holwell fishing pit.     

This raises serious questions about the viability and acceptability of WGC5 and WHBC’s 

failure to exercise its duties regarding this potentially contaminated site under Environmental 

Protection Act 1990: Part 2A Contaminated Land Statutory Guidance. 

Royal Haskoning DHV 20 21 22 have carried out 3 surveys at this site which highlight a 

number of contaminants, which they broadly conclude do not pose a constraint to 

development provided that remedial measures are taken and with constraints on possible 

uses.  However, these surveys have some limitations. For example, they only took samples 

at shallow depths and did not go down far enough to reach the worst of what could be there.  

They also do not appear to have checked for potential migration of the plume of 

contaminants to beyond the current boundaries of the former landfill site (eg through the 

aquifer).  Moreover, they do not assess the costs of their provisos regarding the necessary 

remedial measures and their implications for the proposed development (eg regarding 

topography of the proposed houses) and its viability.  DCLG (21012, para 173) 23 states that 

“Pursuing sustainable development requires careful attention to viability and costs in plan-

making and decision-making.  Plans should be deliverable.”    

This all raises serious as yet unanswered questions (see below) which Tarmac and WHBC 

need to answer before any decision is taken on this proposed development.  

We suggest that it would be necessary to consider the construction of Treatment Marshes 

down the Eastern Arm of the Hatfield Hyde Brook in order to use these biological resources 

to clean up the foul water that exits from the dump. A series of at least three would be 

required to improve the water quality going into the River Lea. Their suitability would depend 

on the type of pollutants present in the leachate. 

Filtration through vegetation, especially natural vegetation, can improve the quality of the 

exudates and special types of vegetation such as marsh and fen filters can purify toxic run-

off.  It could treat nutrients in the leachate and absorb some of the metals.  Marsh and fen 

habitats already exist at Stanborough Reed marsh, The Commons, Panshanger Park and 

Tewinbury Reserve and with additional habitat creation, funded as part of the development, 

water run off can be reduced to assist with controlling flash flooding and water quality within 

the River Lea corridor. 

6.1 Questions concerning water quality regulation  

Questions for WHBC:  

 
20 Royal Haskoning DHV (2014), Cole Green Former Mineral Workings Soil 
Survey and Generic Quantitative Risk Assessment 6/10/14   
21 Royal Haskoning DHV (2014), Cole Green Preliminary Site Characterisation 
and Generic Quantitative Risk Assessment 
22   Royal Haskoning DHV (2014), Birchall Farm Site: Characterisation and 
Generic Quantitative Risk Assessment 6/10/14 
23 Department of Communities and Local Government (2012) National Planning Policy Framework.  
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• What are the findings of WHBC’s inspections on the state of this potentially 

contaminated site (and leachate from it) that WHBC ought to have carried out under 

Part 2A of the 1990 Environment Protection Act. 

For WHBC, Tarmac, Middle Lea catchment partnership and the Environment Agency: 

• What is the scale and nature of the pollutants in the leachate from this site? 

• Do they contribute to poor state of the Middle Lea? 

• What are the implications of this contamination constraint on the topology of the 

proposed houses and the viability of these houses and the proposed development? 

• What are costs of the remedial measures Royal Haskoning recommend to tackle the 

contaminants and treat the leachate from the former landfill site?  

• What scale of marshes could be required to filter this leachate? 

• If marshes not suitable, then what are the costs of alternative treatment methods?  

• Who should pay for treating the leachate? – Tarmac? -  How?   

7 Soil erosion 
Another regulating service is the reduction of soil erosion. Clean gravels are an essential 

part of a healthy river system for trout egg laying and successful reproduction.  This is true 

for the trout fishery at Amwell Magna and especially the river Mimram which is one of the 

few significant chalk streams worldwide24 and are a priority habitat under the EU Habitats 

Directive.  

Currently (March 2016) the Rivers Lea and Mimram suffer from excessive silt and sediment 

eroded from neighbouring agricultural land which is polluted by the chemicals used on this 

land.  This silt represents the loss of high quality soil that has been washed off arable lands.   

At present the fishing club at Amwell Magna spend £13k pa to trap eroded soils from 

entering and polluting the river.   This remedial action has helped the trout fishery to become 

re-establlshed on this stretch of the river.    

Reducing soil and sediment input into the rivers is an important objective of the Middle Lea 

Catchment Plan, which the Green corridor could significantly help realise.   Improved soil 

management and buffers of semi-natural and natural vegetation can significantly reduce soil 

erosion and input of sediments into the rivers.  It is important to have fairly extensive areas 

of protective marginal grassland and scrub to achieve this.   Landowners in the corridor 

should be encouraged to implement such measures through targeted use of agri-

environment schemes and catchment sensitive farming.  

Tewin Fly Fishing Club, Herts & Middlesex Wildlife Trust and landowners are collaborating in 

a project to restore wetlands and ponds at Archer’s Green.  This is funded by Natural 

England via the Nature Improvement Area (NIA) fund.  The ponds have become deeply 

silted, partly due to reduced spring flows into the feeder stream, and because of poaching of 

the feeder stream banks by grazing cattle (which are essential to maintain the condition of 

the wet meadows).  The project will fence off some of the feeder stream banks to prevent 

further poaching and reduce some of the silt to enhance fish populations. 

 
24 Herts & Middlesex Wildlife Trust (2015, p. 22), Water and Ecosystems Evidence Project.  
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Table 7.1 shows that the River Lea in its middle stretch in the corridor has a poor status 

under the most recent Water Framework Directive classifications in relation to the 

macrophytes and diatoms and impacts of phosphate discharges, which mainly come from 

sewage treatment works.   

Table 7.1: State of River Lea in the Green Corridor and reasons for failures  

Section of 

river 
Description 

Ecological 

status 

Reason for failing to achieve Good 

Ecological Status  

(i.e. ranked Bad, Poor or Moderate) 

  

Middle Lea 

  

Luton Hoo to 

Hertford 

  

Poor 

Macrophytes (Poor) 

Diatoms (Poor) 

Phosphate (Moderate) 

  

Middle Lea 

  

Lea at Hertford 

  

Poor 

Macrophytes (Moderate) 

Diatoms (Poor) 

Phosphate (Poor) 

Source: River Lea Catchment Partnership (2014), Middle Lea Catchment Management Plan.  
http://www.riverleacatchment.org.uk/index.php/middle-lea-cmp/middle-lea-how-are-we-doing/middle-lea-wfd-current-status 

 

Graves, Morris et al (2015)25 estimate that the quantifiable costs of soil degradation in 

England and Wales for farmers (in lost crop productivity and wasted fertilisers) are about 

£240 m p.a. and to wider society are almost £1bn p.a.  The latter mainly includes impacts on 

flood risk management and greenhouse gas emissions. But it also includes impacts on water 

quality of Nitrogen and Phoshates from fertilisers in the eroded soils which can come from as 

far as 150 metres from the water body.  Therefore, it is necessary to know the contribution of 

diffuse pollution sources to the poor state of the River Lea and how improved land 

management and buffer strips on neighbouring land could help improve the state of the river.   

Generally such buffer strips are, on practical and economic grounds, restricted to about 5-8 

metres. Natural England are currently trying to fill their post for a Catchment Sensitive 

Farming Officer who could help promote such measures.   Constraints on Central 

Government support (eg through Countryside Stewardship Scheme) and their uptake by 

farmers could limit the adoption of such improved land management measures. Therefore it 

 
25 Graves, A., R., Morris, J, Deeks, L.R., Rickson, R.J, Kibblewhite, M.G., Harris, J. A., Farewll, T.S., Truckle (2015), 
The total costs of soil degradation in England and Wales, Ecological Economics, Vol 119, p. 399- 413.  

http://www.riverleacatchment.org.uk/index.php/middle-lea-cmp/middle-lea-how-are-we-doing/middle-lea-wfd-current-status
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could be necessary to seek alternative means of funding measures to encourage such 

measures in the Green Corridor.  

Affinity are very concerned about the impacts of pesticides (e.g. from slug pellets used by 

farmers and gardeners) on their drinking water supplies and the significant costs this 

imposes on them.  They have identified specific farms where use of pesticides (e.g. for slug 

control) is contaminating important water sources. They are developing specific measures 

targeted on improving agricultural practices on these farms to safeguard and improve 

important sources of drinking water.  

7.1 Questions for Middle Lea Catchment Partnership & Environment Agency  

There are the following questions concerning soil erosion with the WHBC Local Plan and 

Green Corridor report fail to address: 

• What are the impacts of soil sediments on fish reproduction and populations in 

Mimram and Lea? 

• To what extent do diffuse sources of pollution in the corridor (eg agriculture) impact 

on the rivers Lea and Mimram?   

• To what extent do pollutants in sediment run off contribute to P discharges being the 

reason for the poor state of Middle Lea? 

• What is the breadth and length of the measures needed to improve soil management 

at neighbouring land and create buffers to reduce soil erosion problems and improve 

fish poppulations?  

• How could such measures be implemented (e.g. through farm stewardship schemes, 

catchment sensitive farming etc).  

As for ecosystems services benefits in S. 2.2, We need to clarify and monitor carefully 

Defra’s developing proposals for public payments for public benefits such as improved soil 

management and control of sediments  highlighted here.   

We also need to clarify and monitor carefully the implications of Brexit for public finances, 

total funding available for agricultural support and also any adverse impacts on agriculture of 

possible trade deals with countries such as the USA who are likely to press for us to allow 

imports of their agricultural products produced at lower costs by their large agri-business 

units. 

8 Woodlands: Air pollution absorption    
2.1 Woodlands  

Woodlands in the Corridor provide the following important services and benefits:  

a. Homes, protection and food for wildlife such as the barn owls highlighted in S.2.  

b. They are an important element of the key heritage assets which are particularly 

important for wildlife.   

c. Greater recreation benefits from paths through or near woodlands 

d. Health benefits from removing air pollutants. The scale of these benefits depends on 

air pollution levels (which are high alongside the major roads in the Corridor such as 
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the A 414), the extent of tree cover and the extent it removes such air pollutants and 

the numbers of people nearby who would otherwise have suffered significant adverse 

health impacts such as respiratory diseases, asthma and premature deaths from this 

air pollution.  

Absorption of air pollutants such as PM2.5 particulate emissions is the most important 

ecosystem service provided by green infrastructure (largely woodlands) in the New Forest 

where it is valued at about £50m.   This is greatest alongside the roads.  The value of 

absorbed PM10 in the New Forest is about £804 per Ha of woodland.   

Monitoring in 2013 show that air pollution levels have decreased in the Corridor and do not 

exceed the air quality objectives26.  WHBC are creating monitoring sites on the A414. The air 

pollution absorption is therefore currently probably lower in the Green Corridor area than in 

the New Forest which contains more woodland.    

So air pollution absorption is unlikely to be a significant factor in determining the scale of the 

Green Corridor.  Nevertheless, there could be potential for incorporating vegetation and tree 

planting in any road schemes including development of the A414 and East-West links – as 

part of the TAP (Trees Against Pollution) initiative.   

The Centre for Ecology & Hydrology (CEH) and Economics for the environment consultancy 

(eftec) have developed a tool27 that estimates the value of health benefits from air pollutants 

(essentially PM2.5) removed by trees in WHBC at a capital value (over 100 years) of 

£14,749 per ha of woodland.  PM2.5 are the most important local air pollutant.  The benefits 

of reducing PM2.5 account for about 90% of health benefits of air pollution.  Other vegetation 

would also yield such air pollution reduction benefits. The above estimates for woodlands 

account for about 75% of the total such benefits for woods and vegetation.  

The value of health benefits from air pollutants (essentially PM2.5) removed that would be 

lost if we lost trees in the GC due to developments at a capital value (over 100 years) as £ 

22,817 per ha of woodland lost.  This is greater than the value of newly planted trees 

because existing mature trees can absorb more pollutants more effectively.  Therefore any 

losses of trees in the corridor would require much greater tree planting to replace them.  

The tool estimates that there are 2569 Has of woodland in WHBC.  We need estimates of 

the Has of woodland currently in various parts of the Green Corridor.  

An increase in cycling (see Section 9 below) could result in fewer car journeys and so could 

reduce emissions of CO2 and particulates.  Cyclists and walkers like to have a safe (no 

traffic), clean environment with attractive views and the sounds of nature (birdsong, 

grasshoppers, etc.).  They need a high quality experience to attract them from their motor-

cars and extensive natural habitats are important in this context.  Hedgerows and hedges 

also shelter crops, wildlife and people taking recreation from strong laminar airflow. 

 
26 Welwyn Hatfield Borough Council (2014), 2014 Air Quality Progress Report for Welwyn Hatfield Borough 
Council In fulfillment of Part IV of the Environment Act 1995. Local Air Quality Management. May 2014 
27 https://shiny-apps.ceh.ac.uk/pollutionremoval/ 

  

https://shiny-apps.ceh.ac.uk/pollutionremoval/
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Sustainability and responding to climate change:  WHBC report (p. 22) states that “Urban 

greening, shading and cooling is a key part of community focussed green infrastructure”. 

8.1 Air pollution Questions for HCC 

• What are the current air pollution levels in Hertfordshire especially along the A414?  Are 

these accurately covered in the CEH model? 

• To what extent could increased woodlands and vegetation in the corridor reduce these 

air pollutants? 

• Can such increased woodlands in the Green Corridor be incorporated in any proposals 

to enhance East-West links in Central Herts especially on the A414?   

9 Recreation and Access  
Figure 9.1 shows the currently disjointed rights of way and paths and cycle routes around 

the corridor.  WHBC’s Stage 1 Green Corridor report addresses well access matters and 

proposes a number of important actions to link existing routes and provide a comprehensive 

network of paths across the corridor.   

Figure 9.1 Existing Rights of Way and Cycle Routes 

  

The cultural services that we benefit from in our area include enjoyment of recreation such 

as walking, cycling, wildlife appreciation and fishing.  A report for WHBC states that 
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“Accessible open space forms a key part of the quality of life of communities”28.   People 

benefit from walking and cycling in an area with peace and quiet, an abundance of flowers, 

their smell, the sight and sound of birds, the occasional butterfly and dragonfly etc.    

The report for WHBC states (p. 12) that “accessible natural green space (ANG)29 covers only 

468 ha or 3.6% of the Borough”; and (p. 13) “Access to freely available natural and semi-

natural space is more restricted in Hatfield than in other parts of the Borough. There is also 

significant deficiency in lateral links and access routes”.  Figure 9.1 shows the Current 

footpaths and rights of way in the corridor which are in a poor state and are not well 

connected.  

So there is considerable potential for a significant increase in improved access provision and 

associated benefits. This report goes on to state that “A key opportunity is therefore to 

enhance links to the countryside from Welwyn Garden City and Hatfield to potential strategic 

GI sites such as Panshanger Park (when restoration is complete), providing ANG provision 

for both Welwyn Hatfield Borough and East Herts District Council. There is also potential to 

enhance path and cycle access to the natural assets around the Garden City, particularly by 

addressing barriers to movement such as the A1 (M1) and the A414, or through provision of 

alternative access links” 

The potential use of cycle ways and footpaths in the corridor is large given the many people 

living close to the corridor and the potential for links to Hatfield station, which could relieve 

some commuter traffic off the main roads that are of particular interest to HCC’s Highways 

Division.  Hatfield station recently achieved the second highest growth in passengers in the 

South East and has just been redeveloped with extensive provision of cycle racks to cater 

for such increase cycle passengers.  Moreover, there are strong potential benefits from 

improving cycle links to enhance transport links between Hatfield and Hertford that would 

avoid the A414 on which cyclists have been killed in road accidents.   This could significantly 

help alleviate the major transport problems in Central Hertfordshire, especially on the A414, 

which will be exacerbated by proposed housing developments in central Hertfordshire.  So 

need a strategic response to such proposed developments including in particular securing 

their contributions to enhancing such provision and maintenance of paths to help alleviate 

these transport problems.  

150,000 people currently live within 5 miles of Panshanger park.  The number and 

distribution of such potential recreation activity in the Green Corridor could be estimated 

using tools such as ORVAL30, which it would be possible to value in terms of willingness to 

pay for the resulting improvements in wellbeing, and also savings in medical costs.   

 HCC has developed a Green Infrastructure Plan31 and aims to encourage District Councils 

to develop access improvement plans with supporting external funding.  The Green Corridor 

 
28 Welwyn Borough Council (2011), Welwyn Hatfield Borough Green Infrastructure Pan.  Final report. Land Use 
Consultants. http://www.welhat.gov.uk/article/3891/Welwyn-Hatfield-Green-Infrastructure-Plan 
29 ANG is greenspace that meets Natural England’s Accessible Natural Greenspace standards.  
30 https://www.leep.exeter.ac.uk/orval/ 
 
31 Hertfordshire County Council (2011).  Hertfordshire Strategic Green Infrastructure Plan. Final report 
prepared by Land use consultants.  (http://www.welhat.gov.uk/article/4358/Hertfordshire-Strategic-
Highlights-Green-Infrastructure-Plan 

https://www.leep.exeter.ac.uk/orval/
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could provide a useful mechanism for raising issues about the potential for increased 

footpaths, cycle ways and bridle ways for both informal recreation and commuting journeys 

to and from stations such as Hatfield.   The District Councils and HCC could then develop 

substantive measures to realise such potential.  Moreover, the Green Corridor could enable 

such initiatives to be considered and pursued on a wider basis connecting people across the 

corridor.   In addition, the proposed housing developments along the corridor could provide a 

means of funding the capital costs of providing the paths and their on-going maintenance.  

WHBC’s Infrastructure Delivery Plan (2016, para 5.36)32 states that “Infrastructure to support 

walking and cycling will be required to support new development and ensure that growth is 

delivered in a sustainable way. Here potential projects could include new, extended and 

improved footways and cycleways; surfacing improvements; dropped kerbs; new road 

crossing facilities; and new and improved signage”. 

In this Green Infrastructure Plan, HCC’s proposed project 5 for a rural blue link in the 

“Mimram Valley experience”33 would enhance the Mimram valley river corridor and provide 

physical access to the water course (e.g. greenways/green corridors) and greenspace 

opportunities for recreation for Welwyn Garden City and outlying communities (e.g. 

Digswell).   

The landowner at Tewin Bury Farm has created a chalk stream circular farm accessed from 

the farm buildings to overcome visitors’ earlier littering and abusing the riverside at the 

Mimram which had previously caused the farmer problems and costs to clean up. 

 Need to interrogate the Magic data base to identify landowners receiving access payments 

under the Countryside Stewardship scheme tho such access payments are now coming to 

an end.   See http://magic.defra.gov.uk/MagicMap.aspx 

9.1 Health benefits from increased recreation 

The WHBC report34 (p. 17) states that “Hatfield experiences significant health deprivation in 

Central Ward, with moderate health deprivation in immediately adjoining wards”.  Currently 

the focus of the benefits of taking exercise to improve health is on the elderly and 

unemployed but all of us benefit and gain much enjoyment from exercise.    For example, 

people from areas such as Sele Farm are enjoying visits in Panshanger Park.   Similarly, 

there are major potential benefits from increased recreation in the corridor for people in 

WGC and Hatfield.  People need a clean healthy environment with wildlife and interesting 

countryside experiences to engage in, such walks and a species-rich environment is the way 

to provide it and also encourage those involved to walk further. 

Increased recreation associated with green Infrastructure in Havering is estimated to yield 

annual benefits with a present value of £53m – £123m. These benefits include savings in 

medical and health care costs arising from the increased physical activities improving 

 
32 Welwyn Hatfield Borough Council (2016), Infrastructure Delivery Plan.   
33 Hertfordshire County Council (2011, p 57).  Hertfordshire Strategic Green Infrastructure Plan. Final report 
prepared by Land use consultants.  (http://www.welhat.gov.uk/article/4358/Hertfordshire-Strategic-
Highlights-Green-Infrastructure-Plan 
34 Welwyn Borough Council (2011), Welwyn Hatfield Borough Green Infrastructure Pan.  Final report. Land Use 
Consultants.  

http://magic.defra.gov.uk/MagicMap.aspx
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resident’s health and well-being and reducing mental illness. Similarly, increased physical 

activity at green infrastructure in Manchester yields benefits of £41m - £71m over 10 years. 

There is increasing recognition of the importance of the countryside and physical activity in 

such areas for improving people’s mental health. Essex University has published a report on 

the subject (2016 details?) and charities such as Mudlarks and Thrive are currently 

encouraging gardening, growing food and green activities. 

2.2  Recreation: Questions  

For HCC:   

• Need a map showing clearly the proposed extension and links to paths .   

• How does it form part of HCC transport plan for tackling Herts traffic problems (including 

increased traffic with proposed houses) 

• What are health benefits from potential increased recreation in the corridor? 

• How does this compare with cost-effectiveness of other measures to improve the poor 

health state in Herts, especially in Hatfield.  Can HCC use their public health budget to 

promote such recreation opportunities between Hertford and Hatfield as they did recently 

on the Alban way?    

For Borough Councils:   

• What will they do to require developers to fund provision and maintenance of foot and 

cycle paths needed to provide, enhance and connect footpaths and rights of way in the 

Green corridor and realise these potential benefits – including benefits to their 

prospective house buyers?  

 

10 Summary 

10.1 How long and wide should a green corridor be? 

The above ecosystems services benefits assessment can help answer the question of how 

long, wide and connected the green corridor needs to be to provide these benefits.   

WHBC (p. 29) state that all paths should be 2.5m wide to allow for multiple uses. But it is not 

clear if this will really allow for multiple uses and address potential conflicts between them 

(eg horses vs cyclists vs walkers). There would really need to be separate bridle way for 

cycles and horses so that they do not mess up the footpath for pedestrians.   

However, this only addresses one aspect of the multi-dimensional benefits of the Green 

Corridor.  WHBC (p. 29) also that “the corridor be less than 50m wide as this is the minimum 

required to promote use by migrating birds and other wildlife”.  But this is very much only a 

bare minimum. It would not enable protection let alone enhancement of the ecosystems 

services benefits highlighted earlier from the natural environment assets in the green 

corridor.    

Experts at the LSE consider that the benefits of a green corridor are broadly proportional to 

its breadth and length 35– ie double the width of the corridor yields a doubling of its benefits.  

Thus the recreation benefits of improved access paths are considerably enhanced  by 

having a good natural habitat with a rich ecology and views alongside the paths. The 

physical and mental health and welfare benefits of the corridor will be considerably greater if 

 
35 Personal communication with Professor Susana Mourato and Professor Giles Atkinson following a field visit 
to the Corridor.  
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it  is bordered by good habitats and has views over neighbouring good quality landscape 

including views of Hatfield House and Hatfield Park. 

Furthermore, the natural habitats and ecosystems in the green corridor need to be 

sufficiently long, wide and connected to sustain bats, bees and other insects, which provide 

important pollination services to orchards and other farming activities in the area.   They also 

help regulate pests.  ‘Buglife’ advocate expanded B-lines which correspond directly with our 

proposed corridor and extend west from Hertford to Stanborough along the River Lea and 

similarly north along the River Mimram.  

We need a wide corridor with a ‘halo’ on either side. It is not sensible to build up to the edge 

of woodlands, nature reserves or notable wildlife hotspots that are rich in species.  If we do, 

the number of species will decline. Human activities will disturb the animals and plants. 

There are many examples of this locally and in woods such as Linford in Milton Keynes.  

Moreover, the natural habitat and ecosystems in the Green Corridor are important in 

sustaining wildlife along not only their stretches of the corridor but along wider areas.  Thus  

Annex I.3 shows that the Commons Nature reserve provides seeds and insects especially 

for the lean winter months that sustain high numbers of birds and other vertebrates in two  

other sites within the corridor and surrounding farmland and also in three other counties.   

WHBC seem to agree with this.  In their Stage 1 report on the Green Corridor36, they state 

that “Additionally, for the green corridor to be a ‘wildlife corridor’ it will be important to ensure 

other areas of green space, outside the strategic habitat locations, are wide and diverse 

enough to enable movement of species between them”.. 

However, their actual practices in the Local plan regarding the proposed development at 

WGC5 go against this dictum since they would narrow the corridor.  Already there are pinch 

points in the Green Corridor where its width is constrained and where there is only woodland 

on its western edge. We are already at the minimum level to sustain the habitats and 

species which we currently enjoy.  Any losses will result in a loss of diversity and the 

Ecosystem Services that they provide, which are summarised briefly here. 

If you ask most people what a ‘Green Corridor’ would contribute to wildlife survival they 

might well think of the large species such as fallow deer herds (present in the Welwyn and 

Hatfield area) that need space to circulate around built up areas. Yet all kinds of less obvious 

species require habitat in order to circulate.  Maxwell Savage studied the frogs in an 

experimental district round the village. He recorded 92 ponds on the London Clay in an 8 

mile corridor; 11 contained spawn in 1936 and 22 in 1938. Twenty years later, as these 

corridors were largely built over with the expansion of Greater London, only two had spawn. 

It was Savage who solved the mystery of how amphibians like frogs, toads and newts judge 

whether a pond should become a breeding site for spawn. The scent of algae which the 

tadpoles need to feed on (in dilutions as low as one part in eighty million) can be detected at 

great distances and result in the spring migrations that increasingly we only observe as 

squashed bodies on our roads.   

 
36   Welwyn Hatfield Borough Council (2016, p.23) , Green Corridor Strategic Framework Plan.  Stage 1 Report, 
August 2016 
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The rivers Lea and Mimram are important corridors for what HCC call ‘rural blue links’37 

which provide important opportunities for not only enhancing ecosystems and habitats but 

also recreation for people to enjoy them as well as flood risk management.  The width of 

these corridors depends not only space needed for the river and access paths but also for 

enhancing the riparian habitats.  Moreover, the width and length of the corridor depends on 

the scale of farmland on which improved soil management is needed to prevent soil erosion 

and enhance the river’s quality and ability to sustain healthy spawning fish populations.  

Value of Riparian Green Space  

UK and Australian research has found that green space, water bodies and their riparian land 

can increase the value of houses nearby by 5 or 10% - with the higher uplift for greater scale 

and quality of the land.  In Manchester, these benefits of green space amount to between 

£105m – £210m38.  This has been taken into account in the provision of green space, water 

ways with good quality riparian land and supporting SUDS at developments such as at 

Stanboroughbury.  For developments such as that proposed by Tarmac that reap these 

benefits from existing high quality water bodies such as the River Mimram in the Green 

Corridor, these increases in property values for the developer might provide a means of 

financing improvements in the rivers, their geomorphology and its riparian land from which 

the properties benefit.  

Roads as barriers to wildlife 

Major roads such as the A414 are a major constraint to the movement of land mammals and 

this is clearly demonstrated by road casualties along the A414 of badgers and polecats.  The 

latter is a species that is recovering from being extinct in England from the late 19th century 

and now tenuously spreading throughout Hertfordshire. 

Michael Clark, FLZ (2016) reports that road death records for the past 15 years clearly 

demonstrate massive impacts of current traffic on the A414 on badgers along with deer, fox 

and hedgehog - the last being a seriously declining species. 

Our county led the work on diversion of wildlife from roads and Neal (1986) refers to the 

work by Michael Clark on tunnels and fencing to divert badgers off motorways and other 

roads in Hertfordshire. He illustrates an adapted Armco galvanised steel stream culvert on 

the A10 by-pass at Hoddesdon where a raised path runs along the side of the stream. The 

use of these diversions give safe passage for many species of mammal, including badgers 

and polecats, but also reptiles and amphibians. They should be regarded as an essential 

part of Green Corridor policy. 

10.2 Green Corridor Measures  

Achieving WHBC’s SP12 objective of protecting and enhancing the green corridor requires 

the following measures.  

10.2.1 Green Infrastructure Measures to cover demands created by developments  

• Creation and sustained maintenance of expanded rights of way, footpaths, cycleways 

and bridleways across the green corridor.  Connect existing paths (eg Cole green way, 

 
37 Hertfordshire County Council (2011, p 57).  Hertfordshire Strategic Green Infrastructure Plan. Final report 
prepared by Land use consultants.  (http://www.welhat.gov.uk/article/4358/Hertfordshire-Strategic-
Highlights-Green-Infrastructure-Plan 
38 EFTEC (2016) Green Infrastructure Strategies: Estimating the local benefits.   
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Alban way) and creating a connected network of paths connecting Hertford, Welwn 

Garden city, Hatfield station and St Albans   

• Integrate increased tree planting in any road schemes (eg on the A414) to absorb air 

pollutants.  

10.2.2 Measures to protect green corridor against potentially address adverse 

impacts of developments  

• Require all new developments to carry out a flood risk assessment and implement 

mitigation measures to ensure that they do not lead to any increased flood risks 

elsewhere.  

• Enforce controls on developments regarding contamination at the former landfill site at 

Birchall 

• Construct and implement marshes to treat leachate from the former landfill site.  

10.2.3 Measures to enhance the Green Corridor  

• Encourage landowners to provide field margins and implement other land use practices 

to help insects.  

• Encourage householders to implement measures in their gardens to help insects.  

• Encourage landowners to improve their soil management to reduce soil erosion from 

their land damaging water bodies through, for example, siltation harming spawning of 

trout.  

• Enhance connectivity of the links between the nature reserves in the corridor and their 

beneficial impacts on neighbouring ecosystems.  

10.3 Funding of Green Corridor Measures  

WHBC  Green Corridor Stage 1 report (p. 39 – 40) identifies a long list of potential funding 

sources for these green corridor measures, which  include: 

• S 106 agreements on the (main) developments in Green Corridor, which WHBC propose 

should be the main source of funding. WHBC’s Policy SP12 in the  Local Plan para 

states that “Developer contributions will be sought to deliver strategic green 

infrastructure including that identified in the Welwyn Hatfield Green Infrastructure Plan 

and green infrastructure proposals brought forward in the Local Plan. Support will be 

required to deliver the following projects: 

o Implementation of the Hertfordshire Rights of Way Improvement Plan; 

o Improvements to the River Mimram and Lea corridors; 

o Greening of the urban environment in Welwyn Garden City and Hatfield; 

o Implementation of the Welwyn Hatfield Green Corridor project: 

o Payment for the full incremental costs of sewerage infrastructure and sewage 

treatment for proposed developments.  At the Inspector’s Examination of 

WHBC’s Local Plan, the GCG highlighted that the proposed development at 

Birchall Garden Suburb would create significant sewerage problems and create 

significant extra sewage treatment costs.  WHBC agreed that they would ensure 

that these extra costs were properly costed and included in their estimates for of 

payments needed under CIL or S106 for this development.    

• Community Infrastructure Levy (CIL) tho WHBC seem to favour S. 106 agreement as a 

better way forward.  
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• Local Entreprise Partnerships (LEPs) and their bids for support through the Single 

Growth Fund.  The New Forest National Park have applied the ecosystems services 

approach to set out the scale, nature and significance of the benefits of the New Forest 

area and the need for a green halo to protect it.  They are using this to influence their 

local LEP to implement measures to protect this green halo39.  WHBC need to apply 

Natural England (NE)’s Local Environment and Economic Development (LEED) tool kit40  

to demonstrate the importance of the environmental assets and benefits of the green 

corridor and how they can enhance local economic growth.   LEED provides the 

following staged approach: 

o 1 day workshop to raise awareness - requires about 3 person days inputs costing 

about £2k 

o I + follow up discussions with local organisations – costs about £10k 

o I + in-depth follow up discussions to provide a fully transparent evidence base to 

identify local environmental opportunities and threats and incorporate measures 

to tackle them in the LEPs  - costs about £20k.  This has been successfully 

applied in New Anglia.   

• Use Defra’s Countryside Stewardship scheme and Defra’s new agriculture support 

policies of public payment for public goods to encourage landowners to implement land 

use practices to enhance the natural habitats and ecosystems in the corridor (eg help 

insects, reduce soil erosion, etc).  However, public expenditure constraints, especially 

follow-ing Brexit, may limit extent that this is a realistic option.   Moreover, many existing 

schemes are coming to the end of their current life and the prospects for extending or 

continuing them are not good in the current situation regarding public finances.  

Nevertheless, the Government has recently announced that any commitments to such 

EU funded schemes that are agreed prior to 2020 will be honoured until the end of the 

schemes (which could be beyond 2020).  Therefore it will be even more important now to 

secure funding under the schemes for measures to enhance the natural habitats and 

ecosystems in the green corridor.  

• Funding for investment and sustainable maintenance from the four main landowners 

owning the majority of the land in the corridor.  

WHBC conclude that a combination of funding sources will be needed. Each will need to be 

pursued and targetted to best protect and enhance the green corridor.  

11 Conclusions 
This paper shows that the Green Corridor provides important links for the rich natural 

habitats and nature reserves there and currently delivers considerable ecosystem services 

benefits in terms of fish and fishing.  Its bats, bees and other insects provide valuable 

pollinating services.  Enhancing the Green Corridor could yield important additional benefits 

in the form of increased access and recreation, reducing soil erosion and filtering leachate 

and contaminants from Tarmac’s former landfill site (close to the proposed development at 

WGC5).   

 
39 New Forest National Park (2014), New Forest National Park and 20km surrounding area: Ecosystem service 
Mapping project.  Report produced by Environment Systems.  
40http://www.naturalengland.org.uk/ourwork/planningdevelopment/LEP-citydeals/leedtoolkit.aspx 

http://www.naturalengland.org.uk/ourwork/planningdevelopment/LEP-citydeals/leedtoolkit.aspx
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However, WHBC’s proposed green corridor is significantly narrower and poor compared with 

the existing Green Corridor. 

WHBC’s draft Local Plan and its policies SP11 and SP12 fail to live up to their laudable aims 

of protecting and enhancing the Green Corridor.  Moreover, specifically, the proposed 

developments in WHBC’s draft local plan (especially SDS2 (formerly WGC5) would lead to 

losses of these valuable ecosystems services benefits as well as potentially  increasing flood 

risks downstream of the developments.    

Thus their draft plan fails to measure up to requirements in the Ministry of Housing, 

Communities and Local Government’s National Planning Policy Framework.  Therefore 

WHBC’s current draft local plan cannot be considered sound.   

So, in conclusion we need to protect and enhance a range of natural habitats and assets in 

the Green Corridor to provide the full range of ecosystem services.   WHBC’s Green Corridor 

Stage 1 report was an important start.  However, it currently has significant limitations.  It is 

essentially oriented towards access and recreation matters. It is weak on ecology and it does 

not address other important other multi-dimensions of the Green Corridor. WHBC urgently 

needs to address these limitations in taking forward comprehensively and substantively the 

Green Corridor in its proposed stage 2 so as to achieve its laudable aims.  We hope that the 

evidence and analysis in this report on the ecosystems services benefits of the Green 

Corridor can help in this essential work.    

26 February 2019  
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Annex I: Nature Conservation at Nature Reserves 
There are five important nature reserves within the green corridor. Lemsford Springs Nature 

Reserve, Stanborough Reed Marsh, The Commons Local Nature Reserve, Panshanger 

Country Park and Tewinbury Nature Reserve. While each site is recognised for its unique 

assemblages of species and habitats they all share a common link which is wetland. Nature 

conservation underpins the success of these diverse hotspots for wildlife. Alongside these 

areas there are also eight county wildlife sites within the corridor that are important for 

species and habitats 

All of the sites except the Commons LNR have either the River Lea or The River Mimram 

running through them and all are notable for wetland species of birds and mammals. The 

Commons LNR sits adjacent to the urban fringe on the south east of Welwyn Garden City 

and habitats include, arable, woodland, species rich grassland and Black Fan Fen, a rare 

and important habitat in the county. The Commons is also linked to the River Lea via Hatfield 

Hyde Brook which is spring fed and classed as main-river by the Environment Agency. 

I.1 Lemsford Springs Nature Reserve 

This was formerly working watercress beds from 1860 – 1966.  It then became a Herts & 

Middlesex Wildlife Trust nature reserve when the freehold was acquired in 1970. Small in 

area at just nine and a half acres but high in the quality of the fauna and flora it supports. 

Barry Trevis, the Warden, reports that the principal habitat is the artesian well and spring-fed 

shallow lagoons which provide a pristine chalk stream environment with well oxygenated 

water of a constant temperature. The richness of aquatic invertebrates provides food for 

numerous species of birds, making the site of major importance for wading birds, such as 

Green Sandpiper. From long-term bird-ringing and monitoring studies undertaken it is 

considered that Lemsford Springs holds the highest concentration in winter of this species in 

Britain. The same distinction applies to the Water Shrew. Over 50 species of molluscs occur 

in the lagoons. 125 species of birds have been recorded. In addition to the sandpipers other 

birds of particular interest include Snipe, Jack Snipe, Water Rail, Little Egret, Grey Heron 

and breeding Kingfisher, Grey Wagtail and Tawny Owl.  

The Reserve also contains a mosaic of other key habitats with areas of marsh, damp 

meadow, alder/ willow woodland and an old hedgerow. A section of the upper River Lea runs 

through the length of the site. 

The Reserve is well-provided for visitors, with paths, hides, bridges, boardwalk and a 

classroom.  The reserve is extremely popular with organised groups of birdwatchers and 

naturalists, as it is with young person groups and local schools.  To maintain the site’s value, 

habitat management takes place, mainly through the regular monthly work-parties of local 

volunteers.  

I.2 Stanborough Reed Marsh 

The reed marsh is owned by Welwyn Hatfield Council and is managed by The Herts and 

Middlesex Wildlife Trust. It is situated at the southern end of Stanborough Park and is a 

peaceful area, rich in wildlife, and includes Hertfordshire’s third largest reed bed.  

Habitats include, willow woodland, river and reed marsh and it is a notable breeding site for 

large numbers of reed and sedge warblers. The reed bed also provides a quiet area of 
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suitable habitat for winter roosting corn buntings and reed buntings, the latter benefitting 

from the winter feeding habitat provided by arable management at the Commons Local 

Nature Reserve. 

Ringing studies at both sites have shown a direct link between winter feeding in the 

sacrificial arable crop of the Commons and roosting at Stanborough Reed Marsh. Several 

individual reed buntings, identified by their ring numbers were caught over a 10 year period, 

one individual was recorded as using the site for 7 years. 

I.3 The Commons Local Nature Reserve  

The reserve is owned by Welwyn Hatfield Council and is a diverse assemblage of habitats, 

including woodland, species rich grassland, fen and arable. The Commons LNR supports 

high populations of protected species of reptiles, amphibians and mammals. Implementing 

the management plan since 1996 has increased populations and allowed their distribution 

into the surrounding countryside. The wetland area of Black Fan Fen is a unique and rare 

Hertfordshire habitat that supports fenland species of county importance and since 1996 bird 

surveys have shown the area to be a major breeding habitat.  

As part of The Commons Nature Reserve a two hectare arable area is a field-scale bird table 

designed and managed as part of DEFRA’s countryside stewardship scheme. The once 

intensively farmed arable land of Windmill Hill prior to the creation of a nature reserve was 

enhanced by implementing features such as beetle banks and sowing of permanent grass 

margins that complements the annual sowing of a sacrificial crop of mixed cereals as winter 

feeding habitat for farmland birds. 

It is managed to produce a range of seeds and insects especially for the lean winter months. 

This crop yields high numbers of birds and other vertebrates and gives them food and 

shelter in less-favourable times. It has proved to be amazingly effective and long term 

farmland bird ringing studies have not only shown a direct link to two of the other sites within 

the corridor and surrounding farmland, but also links to three other counties, 

Cambridgeshire, Sussex and Norfolk. Data from captures of chaffinch, brambling and 

goldcrest have also shown a link to mainland Europe including, Germany, Sweden and 

Norway. Within one year of starting arable management locally, scarce Harvest Mice once 

restricted to the adjacent fenland area had colonized the crop and grassland areas. 

Surveys of the Commons LNR have revealed an incredible diversity of species including, 26 

species of British butterflies, 245 flowering plants and trees, 27 species of British mammals, 

101 British birds, 4 species of amphibians, 2 species of reptile, 9 species of grasshoppers 

and bush-crickets and 14 species of dragonflies and damselflies 

I.4 Panshanger Park 

Panshanger Park comprises a mosaic of habitats such as lakes, river, woodland and reed 

bed and is situated east of Welwyn Garden City. The 1000 acre site is owned by Tarmac, 

who is still extracting minerals from parts of the site. The Herts and Middlesex wildlife trust 

are working with Tarmac, Herts County Council and The Friends of Panshanger Park for 

both people and wildlife. 
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The 1000 acre site and historic park boosts a landscape once owned by the Cowper family.  

It was designed and constructed by Humphrey Repton and Lancelot ‘Capability’Brown and  

is now listed by English Heritage. It is shaped around the Mimram Valley.  

Panshanger Park provides a fantastic refuge for a huge variety of wildlife. During the spring 

and summer months a multitude of wildflowers, butterflies, dragonflies and birds are 

recorded and even in the autumn and winter the park is far from quiet. Large numbers of 

ducks migrate into the park from the far north to spend the winter on the lakes meaning that 

Panshanger is a great place to visit any time of year. The Osprey is a regular annual visitor 

to the lakes on annual migration for breeding. 

I.5 Tewinbury Nature Reserve 

Tewinbury Nature Reserve is managed by The Herts and Middlesex Wildlife Trust. It is 

nestled within the Mimram Valley and is dissected by the clear chalk stream water of the 

River Mimram. The clear waters support many species of fish but notably wild brown trout 

and grayling. The surrounding banks support great horsetail, butterbur and town hall clock. 

Greater tussock sedge grows there, a species now uncommon in Hertfordshire. 

The nature reserve has a diverse mix of habitats that include, chalk stream with willow 

pollards and fen/swamp around a lagoon. The site is noted for wetland mammals including 

water vole and the iconic otters. 

The site is also noted for its wetland birds and the reed bed provides roosting and breeding 

habitat for several species including reed buntings and yellowhammers and links of these 

two species have been recorded between Tewinbury and the Commons LNR.  

Woodlands, wetlands and grasslands are in abundance in the corridor; these habitats 

including permanent rough grasslands in our area serve to conserve three species of 

woodpecker. People can enjoy the ‘yaffle’ call of the green woodpecker and the tapping 

sound or drumming of the greater and lesser spotted woodpeckers.  Thus low intensity 

management provides an example of agri-eco services to us providing us with benefits but 

these species need extensive areas as they can be quite shy. Rough grazing also favours 

the feeding of small mammals and under this kind of regime numbers reach high levels and 

several species of owl in our area increase.  

The differences are subtle, for example, with grassland the Barn owl may be favoured but 

with woodland it is usually the Tawny.  Therefore a mosaic of the two habitats should be 

favoured. Woodlands and hedgerows provide shelter and rough grazing (and sometimes the 

more untidy the better) for deer, dormice, hedgehogs and reptiles.  Many species which 

used to be common are currently declining alarmingly. If we wish to keep these resources in 

our locality we need to provide the right habitats on a very extensive scale. 

I.6 Former Gravel Workings of Cole Green Landfill Site. 

Bird ringing data for the site from the 1980’s confirms wetland bird species were attracted to 

the pools created during the flushing of leachate from the former landfill site. Species 

included redshank, greenshank, yellow wagtail, even the last ringed corncrake in 

Hertfordshire. Sadly the corncrake has not been recorded since but all the other species are 

still present along with many other species including passage migrants like wheatear. 
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The resultant grassland is unmanaged by the owner of the site and covers 90% of the area. 

It  is considered as poor by the county ecologist for Hertfordshire given the nature of its 

beginnings. The site is bounded by ancient woodlands and the remaining medieval 

landscape that once covered the complete landfill site and the diversity of species in the 

surrounding landscape like those of the Commons LNR have influenced the high diversity of 

species on the area.  

Illegal grazing by gypsy ponies for many years since the 1980s has led to a diverse and 

dynamic grassland sward that supports breeding skylark, grey partridge, meadow pipit 

amongst  species of warbler and finches that breed on the site.  

Ten species of raptor are recorded regularly on the landfill area and this is a direct result of 

the diverse grassland supporting high number of small mammals.  A good example of one 

species was during the winter of 2015/16 when up to three short eared owls were regularly 

reported to Herts Bird Club between November and March. They spent the complete winter 

period on the site before moving off to breeding grounds and this reflects the high availability 

of small mammals in the grassland needed to sustain just them. 


