
Why Aston Parish Council, PACE and others contend that the Planning 
Inspector should dismiss the Gresley Park Proposal from the East 

Hertfordshire District Council (the Council) Draft District Plan 
 

Gresley Park – Reasons to objectv3/PACE/sms/Nov2016                                                                                               Page 1 of 5 

 

 

Context: This is the fourth attempt to build on this Green Belt location. The reasons applied to 
reject  earlier applications, used by the Council, Stevenage Borough Council, Hertfordshire County 
Council, and the Secretary of State, as well as relevant points made in rejecting two wind farm 
applications in the valley, are more compelling today than before. 
 

The decision to overturn its current policies, and argue counter to its earlier objections, is driven by 
expediency to imply it can meet its Government’s housing target. That is not a relevant argument. 

 
The Council has not evidenced, to our satisfaction, that inclusion meets the three key tenets of the 
National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) which the Inspector must apply to judge the Draft Plan: 
Namely that the development is sustainable, viable and deliverable. 
 

Comments for relevant, whole Plan Chapter headings 
 
Para 1.3.2 Evidence based technical studies: Transport modelling study: No local data has been collected 
to inform the conclusions reached with regard to Lands East of Stevenage. Conclusions reached are therefore 
misleading and unrealistic. They grossly understate the impact on local roads.  

 
Para 3.3.15 states: “ ... the challenging level of housing need in the District cannot be met in a sustainable 
way without undertaking a carefully planned review of the Green Belt in certain locations”. No such study has 
been undertaken with regard to Gresley Park – East of Stevenage. 
 
Para 3.3.20 Links to EHDC Infrastructure Delivery Plan (IDP). In para 2.2. of that it states ‘Paragraph 177 
of the NPPF also sets out that infrastructure and development policies should be planned at the same time in 
a Local Plan to ensure there is a reasonable prospect that planned infrastructure is delivered in a timely 
manner’ Examination of infrastructure components – Appendix 1/page 26 indicates that only two of the 
identified ten components have been costed. We would contend that a plan is not a plan unless all the 
components required for delivery within a given timeframe are identified, certain and fully funded. The IDP 
with regards to Gresley Park (East of Stevenage) does not give that assurance and challenges whether the 
development can be delivered with the first five years, critically assumed by the Council. 
 

Para 3.4.2. Review of the District Plan:  & Policy DPS5 Review of the District Plan states ‘Following 

adoption of the District Plan, the Council will undertake an early review in order to seek to meet the 

additional housing needs arising from the 2014 household projections’. It is clear that EHDC's own DPS1 

policy will not be met, as the plan provides 3,110 homes less than required. Consequently, EHDC policies 

DPS2 and DPS3 are also unsound as they are based on the lower figure, which fails to meet EHDC's own 

stated housing need during the plan period. We suggest, given the potential significant shortfall in planned 

housing provision, the subsequent review could identify a more strategically beneficial and sustainable 

solution(s), such as a new ‘Garden Village’ and thus remove the need to consider developing East of 

Stevenage.   

 

Para 4.3.2: Green Belt - Exceptional / very exceptional circumstances: States inter alia ‘In East Herts 
there is a combination of factors that exist locally that …constitute the exceptional circumstances … This 
includes the high level of housing need …’ The Council’s policy appears to ignore Ministerial clarification 
of what circumstances may be considered in changing Green Belt use and boundaries (Annex 1). In 
his letter of 7

th
 June 2016, the then Minister of State for Planning and Housing advised, inter alia ‘The 

Government has put in place the strongest protections for the Green Belt. The Framework makes it clear that 
inappropriate development may be allowed only where very special circumstances exist, and that Green Belt 
boundaries should be adjusted only in exceptional circumstances, through the Local Plan process and with 
the support of local people. We have been repeatedly clear that demand for housing alone will not change 

Green Belt boundaries.’I/We do not consider East Herts Council has consulted on its proposed change 

to Green Belt boundary. It has not enlisted the support of local people, and argues incorrectly that the 
need to meet the Governments housing target is valid 'evidence' of a very special circumstance’. 
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The Minister’s clarification is consistent with the view of the then Secretary of State for the Departments of the 
Environment and Transport, who in dismissing an appeal (Annex 2) to develop this site earlier said in Para 6 
of the Appeal letter ‘In addition to the clear Green Belt objection to the appeal proposals, the Secretary of 
State agrees with the officer's appraisal that the proposed residential development would impinge upon the 
landscape of the Beane Valley and cause the loss of an area of countryside, and that the traffic likely to be 
generated by it would be detrimental to the free and safe flow of traffic on the local highway network ’.  
 
Similar comments regarding the Beane Valley and the prospective erection of ‘buildings’ were made by two 
separate Planning Inspectors when dismissing the two separate Planning Appeals made to erect Wind 
Turbines in 2009 and 2012. Both were regarded as inappropriate development of the Green Belt.  
 
4.7.1. In Policy GBR2 Rural Area Beyond the Green Belt.  The Council affirms that planning applications 
‘Within the Rural Area Beyond the Green Belt … the construction of new buildings will be considered 
inappropriate’. We fail to understand how East Herts can attempt to rationalise protection in rural areas 
outside of the Green Belt whilst supporting new build opportunities within Green Belt! 

 
Specific Comments on Chapter 12 - East of Stevenage  
 
Chapter 12 – General (Omnibus contribution) 
 
1. The Council has failed to evidence that the Gresley Park proposal constitutes appropriate development for 

exclusion from the Green Belt. It relies instead on an assertion that housing demand constitutes a 'very 
exceptional case’ with which to proceed with the development of ‘Gresley Park’, having determined that 
the location is of 'paramount importance' with ‘very low’ potential for development, as recently as August 
2015. This assertion flies in the face of recent Ministerial Guidance on what circumstances may be 
considered in changing Green Belt use and boundaries. The Minister advised in June 2016 “We have 
been repeatedly clear that demand for housing alone will not change Green Belt boundaries”. 
 
The Minister’s recent clarification is consistent with the view of the then Secretary of State for the 
Departments of the Environment and Transport, who in dismissing an earlier appeal to develop this site 
said, in Para 6 of the Appeal letter, ‘In addition to the clear Green Belt objection to the appeal 
proposals, the Secretary of State agrees with the officer's [Inspector] appraisal that the proposed 
residential development would impinge upon the landscape of the Beane Valley and cause the 
loss of an area of countryside, and that the traffic likely to be generated by it would be detrimental 
to the free and safe flow of traffic on the local highway network’.  
 
Two recent Planning Appeal Inquiries in 2009 and 2012, considered whether Applications to erect Wind 
Turbines in the Beane Valley constituted appropriate Green Belt development, and thus be given approval 
as a ‘special circumstance’. Two different Planning Inspectors agreed that wind turbines are akin to 
‘buildings’ in planning terms. They therefore rejected both appeals as ‘inappropriate’ Green Belt 
developments, for that, environmental and other reasons. 
 

2. The Council's acknowledges that it has brought this proposal in at the 11th hour, thus overturning its 
earlier considerations and policies. It has done so on the basis that the whole development can be 
delivered by 2022. It uses this assumption, which we challenge, to justify a 'very exceptionable 
circumstance' for alternative use of Green Belt. We contend that deliverability within a given timescale, 
even if achievable, is not a relevant criterion to support a “very exceptional ‘Green Belt’ circumstance”. 

 
3. The Council acknowledges the lack of traffic (trip) data for this rural location East of Stevenage. It has 

therefore assumed similar traffic impact characteristics to this rural edge locality as were applied in the 
Hitchin – Stevenage urban SHUM Study. We contend that this has resulted in very misleading 
conclusions which grossly understate the traffic impact this, together with other recent and planned local 
developments will have on the Gresley Way traffic corridor and adjacent country lanes. 
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4. The Council’s description of the landscape and topography of the proposed site is wrong. It understates 

the adverse visual and environmental impact this development will have on the Beane Valley. It also fails 
to recognise the harm such close development will have on the ‘Ancient Woodland’ and ‘Wildlife site’ to 
the adjacent Box Wood.  
 

5. The Developer’s outline Master Plan, and the Council’s Infrastructure Delivery Plan and Plan proposals 
generally are silent on, fail to consider let alone address, how pedestrians, cyclists or horse riders will be 
able to safely cross Gresley Way. It has not evidenced how the development will connect to the town’s 
existing [inadequate] infrastructure to the eastside.  
 

In summary: This proposal fails most, if not all recognised planning criteria and tests. PACE considers that 
the East of Stevenage – Gresley Park proposal has been brought forward in haste without due regard to the 
Ministers Green Belt guidance (Annex 1) claiming erroneously that the Government’s Housing target provides 
a new rationale to build on Green Belt; It has not demonstrated meaningful long term strategic consideration 

or benefit; The Council’s aspirations and proposals are not sustainable, viable or deliverable within the 
timeline it suggests. 
 
Chapter 12 – Suggestions for individual paragraphs 
 

Para 12.1.2. We consider that inclusion of Gresley Park should be rejected as it runs counter to the four tests 

of soundness required by the plan framework: 
 

 It has not been positively prepared and is similarly not justified on any material ground other than as 
an expedient hastily brought back into play, inappropriately and wrongly, as a means of meeting its 
overall housing target, an argument which runs counter to recent Ministerial Planning Guidance, and 
earlier Planning Appeal decisions. 

 It is neither sound, nor effective: The Council has not demonstrated that the necessary building blocks 
can be put in place to deliver the proposal over the planned five year period it has assumed. 

 It is inconsistent with the National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) in that it fails to evidence that 
the development is sustainable, viable and deliverable. 
 

Para 12.1.3. Gresley Park. The assertion made by the Council that the site will be developed by 2022 is not 
evidenced and is unrealistic. The Council’s own Infrastructure Delivery Plan (IDP) v1 with regard to Gresley 
Park (East of Stevenage) indicates that just two of the ten infrastructure components needed for delivery are 
costed. Six of these components are described as being ‘critical’ to the successful delivery of the project. 
There are no firm indications that either the developer or statutory Authorities (lead Agencies) have or will be 
able to provide the necessary funding within, or indeed, beyond the proposed timeline.  
 

The promoter of the site offers to provide substantial community benefits. This includes potential funding, 
wholly or in part for the improved Gresley Way/A602 roundabout. We suggest the financial costs to the 
developer are such that these significant community benefits cannot be fully delivered without significant 
changes to the outline Master plan, upon which the Council has relied to support inclusion of the site in its 
District Plan and meet its housing target by 2022. Such modifications are likely to require a reduced level of 
community benefit, an increase in site density, or additional land release.   
 

12.2.4. Transport.  The Council’s statement paints a glossy and misleading picture of the real practical 
opportunities to improve transport links in the locality. No evidence of funding has been put forward. 
 

The Council fails to acknowledge that the passenger transport link (Stevenage Bus 1) does not, and will not 
under these proposals, service those needing to travel north, east or south of Stevenage. The essential need 
therefore for private (car) transport is effectively, at best played down, / ignored by the Council.  
 
Inappropriate traffic modelling studies, that exclude local data for East of Stevenage, very significantly 
understate the impact it will have on the local highway network.  

The Council blandly state, inter alia “...Cycle and foot links will be provided to connect with the existing 
network in Stevenage and to the wider countryside”. It is silent on how this will be achieved,  
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There are no plan or Infrastructure proposals to allow pedestrian or riders (cycle or horse) to cross safely the 
busy peripheral bypass (Gresley Way). This will require an underpass(s) to accommodate cyclists and 
horses, or footbridge(s) and traffic lights. The proposal is not sound and is not funded. 

 
12.2.5. Transport - Highway mitigation measures  
 

The proposal to potentially invest in the use of intelligent traffic lights to ‘improve’ the A602 / Gresley Way 
roundabout junction will not of itself provide a longer term solution to this second most densely trafficked 
junction in Stevenage. Nor will it provide any mitigation to the villages, which are likely to see even higher 
volumes of vehicles seeking alternative easterly routes. Resolution requires a major upgrade of the A602 to 
the East, for which no budget provision exists.  
 

The Council suggests that new bridle routes will connect the site to existing bridle paths in Stevenage. To do 
so safely will require installation of ‘horse traffic lights’ on Gresley Way at least at Chalkdown to connect the 
two adjacent sections, or an underpass. No provision has been made for this, further illustrating the 
inadequate, or lack of soundness of the Plan.  
 
If the necessary horse crossing is installed on Gresley Way it, along with the proposed three new 
roundabouts, will further impede the smooth traffic flow along Gresley Way, and further encourage car drivers 
to divert along inappropriate country lanes. Such measures, if implemented, will render Gresley Way 
inappropriate as a peripheral bypass.  
 
In peak morning hours the Gresley Way approach to the A602 junction (roundabout) is gridlocked. In the peak 
period from 4pm onwards, the A602 approach to the junction backs up from the outskirts of Watton at Stone, 
some 4kms East of the junction. These causes dangerous rat running on country lanes through Aston via the 
ancient drovers route and sunken Lanterns Lane, and along the B1037, Stevenage to Walkern Road.  
 
The Council acknowledges that the A602 / Gresley Way junction is over capacity. Whilst plans are suggested 
to improve the roundabout, no funding has been secured. There are no plans to fully upgrade the carriageway 
to the east. The Gresley Park development, following on from other recent developments to the north of the 
site, together with planned developments of some 550 houses (south) at Bragbury End on the A602, will 
further accentuate the problem resulting in increased traffic delay, pollution, and rat-running. 
 

The then Secretary of State for the Environment, in rejecting an earlier Appeal noted that “the stretch of 
Gresley Way between the Walkern Road and Six Hills Way has a poor accident record. The introduction of 
two further access points and additional car movements per day would mean many more turning movements 
which are potentially hazardous” We note that the current proposal now includes three access points, thus 
potentially making this stretch of road even more hazardous than when earlier considered.  
 

The Council maintains that the development will have only a minimal impact on the road network. Using an 
earlier traffic study in a different, and to our mind non-comparable urban location, the Council assumes that 
development of some 600 homes will generate just some 320 resident and visitor vehicle movements in the 
peak morning and afternoon periods.  
 

In submitting his recommendation to the Secretary of State on an earlier Appeal, the Planning Inspector noted 
the ‘possibility of some 3,140 - 3,770 addition car movements per day’. At that time Stevenage Borough 
Council objected to the proposal to create two access points “on the grounds that the proposal would have a 
detrimental effect on the flow of traffic on the local road network”. 
 

The Council claim, that as the developer will [ but may not in reality ] provide educational, health, recreational 
and other facilities on-site, most people will walk to the facilities This ignores the fact that one form entry to the 
school is specifically provided to meet a shortfall of provision in Stevenage. The figure of 320 includes 50 
vehicle movements undertaken by school staff. In the absence of comment to the contrary, it appears the 
Council assume bizarrely that all staff employed at the elderly persons facilities, the Doctors Surgery, shops 
etc will live on site and walk to work. If not, the study assumes little or no external traffic impact. 
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It ignores empirical evidence and knowledge that most parents have no choice but to drop off their young 
children to school on route to work ... that patients drive from work to attend Doctor appointments and then 
return to work.  
 
In terms of traffic movements in the area, as indicated earlier, the Council acknowledges that the Gresley 
Way/A602 roundabout is over-congested. It suggests, but does cannot evidence that Gresley Park will add 
only marginally to the congestion problem. It  states “ ...this may cause a minor dispersal of vehicles to other 
routes” A euphemism for rat-running. The Council has grossly understated the impact the development will 
have on the local road network. In addition, we understand that the Inspector, currently considering Stevenage 
Borough’s Plan has expressed concern about the infrastructure implications its Plan will have for the road 
network. We ask the this element of the Council’s proposal, be rigorously re-examined.  
 

No relevant transport modelling has been undertaken: We trust that the Inspector will ask the Council for this 
to be undertaken. If that is the case the outcome could, and probably will suggest that more significant 
highway improvements will be required for which there is currently no Highway Authority provision.  
 

12.2.6 Other Infrastructure: The development will create urban run-off which could drain down the west 
bank aquifer of the Beane Valley, a fractured chalk structure offering little resistance, down to the river Beane. 
This could cause pollution in the river, as is happening now via Stevenage Brook, and will be very difficult to 
treat.  There is a high profile and nationally supported project to try to restore this rare river environment.  As 
part of this Affinity Water plc has agreed to reduce abstraction by 90% from the aquifer that feeds this river by 
2018. and much progress has been made in restoring the habitat. We do not believe this issue has been 
properly assessed by the Council 
 
12.2.8 Character and design: The Council contend the site is on a plateau and screened from all sides. In 
reality, the land lies on a 65 ft slope and is dome shaped with a slowly increasing slope towards the river 
Beane. In consequence, contrary to the Council’s view, the development will be visible from most locations.  
 
-End- 


