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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Berkhamsted Residents Action Group (BRAG) has completed an analysis of the SKM review of
the Green Belt in Dacorum, St Albans and Welwyn Hatfield, published in December 2013.
BRAG concentrated solely on matters relating to Berkhamsted and assessed the accuracy of the facts
presented, along with the soundness of SKM’s conclusions.
BRAG analysed in detail a number of issues identified in the study and as a result has the following
concerns:










SKM use the review as an opportunity to put forward an academic assessment of the effect
and effectiveness of Green Belt in general, which is outside the scope of the brief for the
report and suggests a bias in favour of sustainable development.
SKM failed to asses all five purposes of Green Belt as identified in the NPPF.
There is a lack of clear rationale for boundary choices in the study.
The review assesses the quality of Green Belt, which is contrary to the principles of Green
Belt.
SKM quote built development statistics without providing the underlying data, using the
statistics to assess openness and hence quality of Green Belt.
SKM gives a definition of urban sprawl that lacks explanation or justification.
SKM have chosen sub‐areas for further consideration without providing reasons or evidence
for these choices.
The SKM review displays hallmarks of ‘Confirmation Bias’

BRAG believes that Dacorum Planning should ask SKM to reconsider their conclusions, specifically
regarding GB11 and their rationale for creating strategic sub‐area D‐S2. The Green Belt land around
Berkhamsted meets all of the five core purposes of the Green Belt as defined in the NPPF, as well as
the core purpose of the Hertfordshire Green Belt.
If this is not possible or a course of action not to be pursued by Dacorum, BRAG ask that it’s analysis
of the SKM Green Belt Review is placed “on the record” alongside the SKM Review as representing a
well researched and strongly held local view.
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Report Overview

This report provides an analysis of the SKM review of the Green Belt in Dacorum, St Albans and
Welwyn Hatfield, published in December 2013. The analysis was undertaken by the Berkhamsted
Residents Action Group (BRAG) committee to assess the accuracy of the facts and the soundness of
SKM’s conclusions and relates solely to matters relating to Berkhamsted.
SKM states that their study is to be “an independent and comprehensive Green Belt review” and
“should include the definition of sub areas and provision of advice on the role that each sub area
plays in fulfilling the fundamental aim of the Green Belt and the five purposes set out in the National
Planning Policy “. The role of each of the sub areas (strategic parcels) is to be evaluated for its
contribution to the fundamental aim of retaining openness and the purposes of including land in the
Green Belt. SKM also makes the specific point that the definition of sub areas will necessitate clearly
identifiable and well justified boundaries.
BRAG has analysed in detail a number of the issues identified in the study and the following gives a
brief overview of the key matters of concern. In several areas there are indications of ‘Confirmation
Bias’ where SKM appears to have chosen parameters and evidence to confirm pre‐held views. In
BRAG’s opinion, this approach undermines the validity of the conclusions and this should be
addressed before further, more detailed work is undertaken.
A more extensive analysis examining each relevant section can be found in BRAG’s main report.
Green Belt Policy
SKM confirms that “The NPPF seeks continued protection of Green Belt” and quotes the NPPF “the
fundamental aim of Green Belt policy is to prevent urban sprawl by keeping land permanently open”.
SKM goes on to say that “The five Green Belt purposes, plus recognition of openness and permanence
as essential characteristics, remain the basis of national policy for the Green Belt” and later in their
report that “the quality of landscape is not relevant to the inclusion of land within a Green Belt”.
However, SKM explores the role and effectiveness of Green Belt policy at some length in their
review. BRAG does not consider that the review commissioned by DBC is an appropriate
opportunity or place for an academic assessment of the effect and effectiveness of the Green Belt.
Furthermore there are suggestions of the authors’ bias in favour of sustainable development versus
retaining existing Green Belt boundaries. A number of quotes are included by SKM that appear to
have no other purpose other than to provide justification for many of the conclusions made. They
form no part of the NPPF and often directly contradict the NPPF.
BRAG questions the relevance of much of the discussion and considers it is outside the remit of the
review.
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Green Belt Five Core Purposes
The Study Objectives set out by SKM clearly identify that all five of the Green Belt purposes
identified in the NPPF are to be addressed in the review.
Despite this the Fifth Green Belt core purpose “to assist in urban regeneration, by encouraging the
recycling of derelict and other urban land” has been deliberately excluded from the study by SKM.
They give the justification that it is difficult to assess.
BRAG fundamentally disagrees with this decision. The Study Objectives set by the Councils who
commissioned the review clearly include all five Green Belt purposes and it is not acceptable for SKM
to exclude one core purpose on the grounds that it is difficult to assess, or that other studies have
also ignored it.
This fifth core purpose of the Green Belt is of greatest importance where urban development land is
scarce and it is illogical to drop this purpose in areas where brownfield sites and urban land are
limited.
Indeed, in the case of Berkhamsted, there is clear evidence that the presence of a strong well
defined Green Belt boundary has concentrated new development within the town on brownfield
sites such as the former Cooper works, the land at Stag Lane and, currently, at Johnson’s Cleaners
and Roy Chapman, as well as by the creative use of back/garden land and infilling development.
Furthermore, as the land included in GB11 has a long history of being promoted for development by
successive land owners, it can be argued with some confidence that its inclusion in Green Belt has
directly led to regeneration within Berkhamsted.
Discounting one of the core purposes weakens the assessment of Green Belt land, fails to meet the
Objectives set for the review and should not be excluded or “screened out.” BRAG asserts that
Assessment Criteria based on only four of the core purposes are invalid in the case of Berkhamsted.
Urban Sprawl
SKM gives a definition of urban sprawl that lacks explanation or justification. Nowhere in the NPPF
does it support this definition and quite clearly first tier settlements such as Hemel Hempstead,
Berkhamsted and Tring should be afforded protection from urban sprawl. In fact, SKM highlights
that the local purpose of Green Belt is “to maintain the existing settlement pattern by protecting the
gaps between settlements and the open land that is part of the character of those settlements.”
Indeed, as part of Dacorum’s Local Development Framework “Assessment of Local Allocations and
Strategic Sites” (October 2010), parcels of land are tested against the core purposes of Green Belt
including the first, “to check the unrestricted sprawl of large built‐up areas”. Dacorum’s October
2010 interpretation is that the first core purpose does relate to urban‐sprawl of first tier settlements
in Dacorum and not just London, Luton & Dunstable and Stevenage.
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Furthermore, when the Planning Inspectorate was asked to consider Green Belt around
Berkhamsted in 1996, the Inspector’s report states “I have no doubt that the Green Belt around
Berkhamsted serves a number of important purposes. Firstly it checks the unrestricted sprawl of the
town; secondly it prevents it merging with neighbouring settlements; thirdly it safeguards the
surrounding countryside from encroachment; and finally it helps to preserve the historic character of
the town.”
Clearly the first core purpose of Green Belt did apply to Berkhamsted at that time and BRAG submits
that it should continue to do so. The ‘Purposes Assessment Criteria Questions’ confirm that the first
tier settlements are not protected from urban sprawl for the purposes of the SKM review. Exclusion
of the first tier settlements diminishes the validity of this element of the review.
Strategic Parcels, Sub Area Boundaries, Built Development and Visual Openness
With reference to choosing strategic parcel boundaries, SKM states “The approach to defining
boundaries is consistent throughout studies and accords with national policy, whereby recognisable
natural and physical features are used where possible.”
BRAG believes that this is not the case for parcel GB11. Contrary to SKM’s statement that there is a
“description and rationale for each parcel”, there is no rationale given for SKM’s choice of
boundaries for GB11. The choice of boundaries to the north, east and west are questionable.
BRAG would argue there are more geographically logical northern boundaries than the railway line,
namely either the Grand Union Canal or the River Bulbourne. The consequence of not using either
of those options in favour of the railway line is significant in that the consequence of incorporating
this substantial additional percentage of built development has a direct negative impact on the ‘%
built development’ statistic that is used to degrade the level of openness and quality of GB11 in
general, but also the sub‐parcel DS‐2 later highlighted as contributing least to the core purposes.
For GB10, SKM justifies the railway line being a boundary as it “allows an assessment of the impact
of this major physical feature.” Any impact the sewage works makes is ignored as is the impact of
the other built development which lies directly adjacent to the railway line. BRAG agrees that the
sewage works should not impact on the assessment of GB10 but, if that is the case when it lies
adjacent to the parcel, then it is bizarre and illogical to allow it to impact on the assessment of GB11
in general and even more so the sub‐parcel identified which is a minimum of 0.8km away.
To the east, the parcel incorporates Bourne End with its industrial estate. Bourne End is
unmistakeably a 3rd tier settlement not “unclassified” and should be identified separately.
Furthermore, the application of SKM’s fifth test “the parcel does not separate any 2nd or 3rd tier
settlements” is obviously incorrect and the designation should be changed to a SIGNIFICANT role in
maintaining the existing settlement pattern.

(iv)
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BRAG would also question how far west the parcel boundaries extend. GB11 is consistently referred
to as ‘Green Belt Land Southeast of Berkhamsted’ but it extends into Southwest of Berkhamsted. A
more logical boundary would be Chesham Road. Again the consequences are significant as the
additional land includes the built development at BFI, as well as LA4 and skews the % built
development figures even further.

The Planning Inspector in 1996 specifically stated that neither Ashlyns Hall nor the BFI site were
sufficiently substantial either in terms of their total area or the amount of built development to be
defined as major developed sites. He added “More importantly, much of the built‐development on
the site did not pre‐exist Green Belt designation but was permitted on the basis of very special
circumstances. I do not consider therefore that it would be appropriate to allow further infilling on
this site except where very special circumstances are demonstrated to exist.”
BRAG had been unable to obtain the underlying data for the % built development figures published
in the report and therefore cannot validate the results presented by SKM. Boundary designations
can clearly skew the figures in favour or against specific parcels. As SKM do not accurately detail
where the built development lies within a parcel, the process is inherently flawed as a mechanism to
assess the openness of a parcel and encroachment into it. BRAG offers alternative, more specific
and meaningful measures that can be easily replicated.
SKM defines visual openness as being an absence of built development. Where the majority of the
development is on the fringes of the parcel, as in GB11, this is not a relevant measure. Most Green
Belt will have urban influences at its edge. In fact the level of openness at the southeast of
Berkhamsted is high and, BRAG agrees with previous studies and the Planning Inspectorate that
GB11 makes a significant contribution to all five purposes of the Green Belt as well as the local
purpose.
Strategic sub‐area D‐S2
SKM has identified a section of parcel GB11 as a strategic sub‐area for further assessment. By
coincidence this appears to match the land owned by Grand Union Investments as well as Local
Allocation LA4. (Such coincidence occurs elsewhere in Parcels GB03 Tring and GB14B Apsley, where
Green Belt land previously promoted for development is proposed for further assessment.)
It does not follow logically from SKM’s assessment criteria. In fact the area to the southeast of
Ashlyns is the most open part of GB11, contrary to the claims of SKM, with views of the arable land
visible from Potten End and only Ashlyns at its western edge contributing to any % built
development figures. This eastern parcel, which measures 31 hectares (76 acres), is equivalent to
6.3% of the current footprint of the town (Berkhamsted and Northchurch combined). Development
of this parcel of land on its own would represent significant urban sprawl and encroachment into the
most open and least developed portion of GB11.
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This was underlined by the Planning Inspector in the 1996 inquiry who considered precisely this
parcel of land and stated that “In its present open and undeveloped condition, the site contributes to
one of the primary purposes of the Green Belt, namely preventing the outward spread of the urban
area and safeguarding the adjoining countryside from encroachment”.
Conclusion
BRAG finds that the Study Objectives for the review were not met and SKM has not done what it was
commissioned to do. SKM stated that “Clear evidence for and full explanations of conclusions is
essential”, but this is lacking in fundamental areas.
BRAG considers that the SKM review displays hallmarks of ‘Confirmation Bias’. The authors’
discussions suggest they favour sustainable development versus retaining existing Green Belt
boundaries and they go on to confirm their opinions by cherry picking the evidence on which their
‘conclusions’ are based, ignoring contrary evidence, favouring flawed evidence (such as the crude
built development statistics), while also using some derived criteria (such as quality of Green Belt)
that do not form part of the NPPF.
BRAG considers that the choice of boundaries for GB11 lacks justification and has substantially
influenced the % built development figures. BRAG believes that Dacorum Planning should ask SKM
to reconsider their conclusions regarding GB11 and their rationale for creating strategic sub‐area D‐
S2. The Green Belt land around Berkhamsted meets all of the five core purposes of the Green Belt as
defined in the NPPF, as well as the core purpose of the Hertfordshire Green Belt.
If this is not possible, or is a course of action that Dacorum does not pursue, BRAG ask that the
analysis of the SKM Green Belt Review prepared by BRAG is placed “on the record” alongside the
SKM Review as representing a well researched and strongly held local view.
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Analysis of the Green Belt Review undertaken for DBC by SKM
Introduction
SKM published their review of the Green Belt in Dacorum, St Albans and Welwyn Hatfield in
December 2013. The authors are Roland Brass, John Pounder and Professor Nick Gallent.
The purpose of this report is to analyse the facts and assess the soundness of the conclusions
presented in SKM’s review relating to Berkhamsted (The acronym BRAG stands for BERKHAMSTED
Residents Action Group and as such BRAG makes no apology for commenting purely on matters
affecting Berkhamsted).
BRAG has requested Dacorum Planning to carry out a full analysis of the SKM report but the request
has been refused, thus the necessity for this report. This is particularly disappointing as BRAG is a
community group made up of volunteers that lack the time and resources available to planning
professionals and paid consultants.
In this context, it is also important to point out that both Dacorum and SKM have refused BRAG’s
requests for additional information on the production of the SKM Green Belt Review and the raw
data used for calculating the statistics presented.
This lack of co‐operation is disappointing and at the very least against the spirit of the aim to
promote localism within planning procedures.
This report will also investigate any evidence of a ‘Confirmation Bias’ being applied by the authors of
the SKM report.
‘Confirmation Bias’ is a well‐researched and documented phenomenon. Its existence implies no
conspiracy or deliberate manipulating of evidence. In a nutshell it is the natural tendency of humans
to favour information that confirms their beliefs, opinions or conclusions.
It is imperative to distinguish the difference between facts and conclusions. Conclusions are not
facts but simply opinions based on the evidence or facts presented. So, the conclusions within the
SKM Green Belt Review are simply the opinions of the authors based on the evidence that they
present.
This fact seems to be clearly acknowledged by SKM based on the sentence “Clear evidence for, and
full explanation of, conclusions is essential” at the bottom of page 1.
In order to methodically analyse the SKM review, this report examines each relevant section in
order, starting with the “Study Objectives”.
Study Objectives (Pages 1‐2)
This section lays out the study objectives and seems quite straightforward.
In short, the study is to be “an independent and comprehensive Green Belt review” and “should
include the definition of sub areas and provision of advice on the role that each sub area plays in
fulfilling the fundamental aim of the Green Belt and the five purposes set out in the National
Planning Policy “
BRAG highlights “five” as it is clear later in the report that not all five purposes were used.
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SKM also lists 8 study objectives including:
“2) Review the existing Green Belt in the study area, including the aim and purposes and define sub
areas for analysis;”
And
“4) Review the role of each of the sub areas (seen as ‘strategic parcels’) in the context of the NPPF
and consider the extent to which each contributes to the fundamental aim of retaining openness and
the purposes of including land in the Green Belt;”
SKM go on to state “In relation to point 4 above, the definition of the sub areas will necessitate
clearly identifiable and well justified boundaries.”
Clearly this comment refers to point 2 as well, but BRAG believes that not all parcels have “well
justified boundaries”.
The Green Belt and National Policy Context (Pages 5‐17)
The review commences by putting the Green Belt in context generally (p5), and for Hertfordshire
(p6), which at 2.1.9 confirms that “maintaining the existing settlement pattern is one of the core and
founding objectives of the Hertfordshire Green Belt”.
PPG2 and the NPPF (p 8‐11) set out the purposes of the Green Belt; while the NPPF replaced PPG2
and other guidance notes, the history of Green Belt formation and its purposes carried on through
PPG2, and continue in the NPPF.
SKM confirms that “The NPPF seeks continued protection of Green Belt” and quotes the NPPF “the
fundamental aim of Green Belt policy is to prevent urban sprawl by keeping land permanently open”.
There is no definition of urban sprawl from the NPPF.
2.3.2 (p9) sets out the five core purposes of Green Belt. As indicated earlier, BRAG would highlight
number 5 “to assist in urban regeneration, by encouraging the recycling of derelict and other urban
land.” SKM drop this core purpose from the study, giving justification in the “Best Practice Review”
section. BRAG fundamentally disagrees with this decision. (See later argument).
At 2.3.8 (p11) “The five Green Belt purposes, plus recognition of openness and permanence as
essential characteristics, remain the basis of national policy for the Green Belt.” Furthermore at 2.2.5
(p9) “the quality of landscape is not relevant to the inclusion of land within a Green Belt”.
In particular, BRAG would highlight the latter quote as on pages 11‐17 SKM discuss the Role and
Effectiveness of Green Belt Policy.
BRAG questions the relevance of much of the discussion within these particular pages. BRAG does
not see that the purpose of the Review commissioned by DBC as being an appropriate opportunity
or place for an academic assessment of the effect and effectiveness of the Green Belt.
Furthermore there are suggestions of the authors’ bias in favour of sustainable development versus
retaining existing Green Belt boundaries.

(2)
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This section includes quotes from individuals who question whether Green Belt should be
sacrosanct; whether “low grade” Green Belt should be excluded and advocate a more flexible
approach to boundaries. (2.4.2 & 2.4.3 & 2.4.11). There seems no point to these quotes other than
to provide justification to many of the conclusions made, but they form no part of the NPPF and
often directly contradict the NPPF.
There are also a number of quotes and statements from the Planning Minister, (2.4.4 – 2.4.9),
which as well as illustrating the ability of Government Ministers to contradict themselves, are
included to introduce the possibility that boundary changes should be expected. Since Dacorum
does not propose any increase in Green Belt any such changes would mean a reduction in Green
Belt.
As stated earlier the basic “Study Objectives” are straightforward but are worth repeating at this
stage; “an independent and comprehensive Green Belt review” that “should include the definition of
sub areas and provision of advice on the role that each sub area plays in fulfilling the fundamental
aim of the Green Belt and the five purposes set out in the National Planning Policy “. i.e. review the
Green Belt against the five core purposes of Green Belt as per the NPPF ‐ not review the NPPF,
discard what you don’t like and then feel free to use the report as a platform to debate the worth of
current policies.
Local Policy (pages 18‐20)
Local Policy is reviewed but also Table 3.1 introduces for the first time a definition of ‘urban sprawl’
relating to the first core purpose – “‘Urban sprawl’ is defined by Welwyn Hatfield as the uncontrolled
or unplanned extension of urban areas into the countryside. The Green Belt performs a key role in
checking sprawl from London and other major settlements.”
It is not made clear why the Welwyn Hatfield definition is specifically used. Even so, the definition in
itself does not justify SKM’s conclusions that Dacorum’s first tier settlements are not under threat
from urban sprawl in the context of the first core purpose of Green Belt. We revisit this point later.
Table 3.2 shows the settlement classifications, while 3.1.9 on page 20 highlights the local purpose of
Green Belt “to maintain the existing settlement pattern by protecting the gaps between settlements
and the open land that is part of the character of those settlements.”
Best Practice Review (pages 21‐22)
With reference to choosing parcel boundaries, 4.1.6. states “The approach to defining boundaries is
consistent throughout studies and accords with national policy, whereby recognisable natural and
physical features are used where possible.”
BRAG believes that this is not the case for parcel GB11. BRAG would argue there are more
geographically logical northern boundaries than the railway line, namely either the Grand Union
Canal or the River Bulbourne. The consequence of not using either of those options in favour of the
railway line is made clear later in this analysis.
BRAG would also question how far west the parcel boundaries extend. GB11 is consistently referred
to as ‘Green Belt Land Southeast of Berkhamsted’ but it extends into Southwest of Berkhamsted. A
more logical boundary would be Chesham Road. Again the consequences are made clear later in
this analysis.
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BRAG also highlights this section because SKM argue that the fifth purpose of the Green Belt, “to
assist in urban regeneration, by encouraging the recycling of derelict and other urban land”, is
difficult to assess and should be discounted. The result being that only four of the National Green
Belt purposes are used to assess the strategic land parcels.
There may be good reasons why other studies have discounted the fifth purpose but the assertion
that “it is impossible to judge how a specific part of the Green Belt contributes to local regeneration
even though it might be assumed that preventing development on greenfield sites (across an area)
will result in more development being directed, necessarily, to brownfield sites” is one of those
conclusions/opinions that should not be accepted as fact.
It may not be easy to assess, but this fifth core purpose of Green Belt is of greatest importance
where urban development land is scarce and it is illogical to drop this purpose in areas where
brownfield sites and urban land are limited.
It is often the case that developers will not develop brownfield sites because of economic reasons
and will take the easy green field option in preference. In areas with plentiful brownfield sites and
urban land the pressure on Green Belt or green field land is far less because numbers dictate there
will be more economic urban plots to develop – i.e. less economic need to take green field.
Indeed, in the case of Berkhamsted there is clear evidence that the presence of a strong, well
defined Green Belt boundary has concentrated new development within the town on brownfield
sites such as the former Cooper works, the land at Stag Lane and currently at Johnsons Cleaners and
Roy Chapman, as well as by the creative use of back/garden land and infilling development.
Furthermore, as the land included in GB11 has a long history of being promoted for development by
successive land owners, it can be argued with some confidence that its inclusion in Green Belt has
directly led to regeneration within Berkhamsted.
Discounting one of the core purposes weakens the assessment of Green Belt land and should not be
excluded or “screened out.”
Green Belt Purposes Assessment Criteria (pages 23 to 33)
On page 24 (5.2.2.) the fifth core purpose of Green Belt is ‘officially’ dropped from the ‘Assessment
Criteria’ and Table 5.1 (page 25) includes “definitions to be applied in Assessment”.
Of particular interest is the definition of large built‐up areas relating to the first core purpose of
Green Belt “in the context of this study are London, Luton & Dunstable and Stevenage, where
outward expansion (particularly to the south) was controlled as an original purpose of the Green
Belt.”
This definition differs from the one already noted in the Local Policy section and specifically names
the only settlements that can suffer from urban sprawl.
BRAG asks why? What is the justification for this? And where is the “full explanation” for this
definition?
Nowhere in the NPPF does it support this definition and quite clearly first tier settlements such as
Hemel Hempstead, Berkhamsted and Tring should be afforded the same protection from urban
sprawl.

(4)
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Indeed, as part of Dacorum’s Local Development Framework “Assessment of Local Allocations and
Strategic Sites” (October 2010), parcels of land are tested against the core purposes of Green Belt
including the first “to check the unrestricted sprawl of large built‐up areas”.
In other words, Dacorum’s October 2010 interpretation is that the first core purpose does relate to
urban‐sprawl of first tier settlements in Dacorum and not just London, Luton & Dunstable and
Stevenage.
Furthermore, when the Planning Inspectorate was asked to consider Green Belt around
Berkhamsted in 1996, the report states “I have no doubt that the Green Belt around Berkhamsted
serves a number of important purposes. Firstly it checks the unrestricted sprawl of the town; secondly
it prevents it merging with neighbouring settlements; thirdly it safeguards the surrounding
countryside from encroachment; and finally it helps to preserve the historic character of the town.”
Clearly the first core purpose of Green Belt did apply to Berkhamsted at that time. Physically nothing
has changed since then other than a good deal of development within the urban boundaries ‐ but
that is jumping to the fifth core purpose and that is dealt with later in this section.
Other definitions of interest within the SKM Review are:
“The countryside – open land with an absence of built development and urbanising influences, and
characterised by rural land uses including agriculture and forestry. Relevant landscape character or
quality designations will be taken into account in assessing the role of the Green Belt in safeguarding
countryside.”
“Openness – absence of built development or other urbanising elements (not openness in a
landscape character sense ‐ topography and woodland / hedgerow cover).”
BRAG highlights “Relevant landscape character or quality designations will be taken into account” as
this statement is in direct contradiction to the NPPF. As highlighted earlier “the quality of landscape
is not relevant to the inclusion of land within a Green Belt”. But, the inclusion of that definition does
shine light on why some of the discussions in the ‘The Green Belt and National Policy Context’
section have been included in the report.
Table 5.4 lays out the ‘Purposes Assessment Criteria Questions’ and confirms that the first tier
settlements are not protected from Urban sprawl for the purposes the SKM review.
BRAG would also highlight question 10 “Has there already been any significant encroachment by
built development or other urbanising elements? (Specify the proportion (%) of built development in
the parcel)”.
At the time of writing, SKM and Dacorum Planning have refused to supply the underlying data for
the % figures published in the report. Without this data the validity of the figures cannot be assessed
or justified.
It is also important to note that the boundary designations can skew the figures in favour or against
specific parcels. In this respect, and given the fact that SKM do not accurately detail where the built
development lies within a parcel, the process inherently flawed as a mechanism to assess the level
of openness of a parcel or encroachment into it.

(5)
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5.2.16 further emphasises the weight SKM put on the calculation of built development stating “The
‘countryside’ is defined as open land with an absence of built development and urbanising
influences” and “The calculation of the proportion of built development within each parcel also helps
describe the level of visual openness, which is defined as an absence of built development.”
But, in practice, built development only affects the level of openness if it lies within a parcel and not
at the extremities/edges. SKM makes no allowance for this and again indicate that they are judging
the “quality of countryside”, which is against NPPF policy.
Table 5.4. also lays out the ‘Assessment Criteria’ for testing the Local Purpose of Green Belt which is
“applied to spaces and gaps between the tiers of settlements below 1st to 1st tier”. This is an
important definition when considering the Annex 1 assessments later in this report.
In 5.2.20 it is confirmed that “The fifth national purpose has been screened out” and the authors
jump to the conclusion that “all parcels would perform equally well and any attempt to differentiate
would be meaningless.”
This really does fly in the face of the page 1 statement “Clear evidence for, and full explanation of,
conclusions is essential”. Without doing a proper analysis, it is simply not possible to be sure that all
parcels perform the same.
BRAG is pretty confident that all parcels would not perform the same, but even if they did, it would
still be a valid record of how they perform against one of the five core purposes of Green Belt, which
was what SKM were commissioned to do.
If all parcels perform ‘significantly’ against this fifth core purpose, then so be it. By simply “screening
out” this test, SKM are suggesting it is not important and has no place in the NPPF. As discussed
previously, this is neither the time nor place to debate that. It is not what the consultants were
commissioned to do.
5.5.5. refers to ‘Parcel Assessment Sheets’ (Annex 1). BRAG will refer to these and analyse them in a
separate section below. Table 6.3 is also referred to in 5.5.5, but Table 6.3 does not appear to exist.
BRAG assumes this is actually Table 5.4
Strategic Parcel Plan (pages 34‐35)
This section provides more detailed justification for the general boundary choices and directs the
reader to Appendix 5 for “description and rationale for each parcel.” Appendix 5 doesn’t appear to
exist and BRAG assumes the second Appendix 4 should have been labelled 5.
While the ‘rationale’ for some parcels do offer explanations regarding the boundary choices, the
Appendix simply states “It is also enclosed by the railway line and A41” when considering GB11.
Given that in 6.1.1. it states “Boundaries should be aligned to natural or physical features where
possible e.g. water courses, prominent hedgerows, roads, railway lines;” BRAG asks what is the
justification for using the railway line in preference to the Grand Union Canal or the naturally
occurring River Bulbourne?
The only thing the land between the railway line and canal/river adds to parcel GB11 is a selection of
built development including (but not limited to) the sewage works. This adds to the % built
development statistic that is used to degrade the level of openness and quality of GB11 in general,
but also the sub‐parcel later highlighted as contributing least to the core purposes. Though, this sub‐
parcel at its nearest point is 0.8km away.
(6)
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For GB10 SKM justifies the railway line being a boundary as it “allows an assessment of the impact of
this major physical feature.” Any impact of the sewage works is ignored, together with any other
built development which lies directly adjacent to the railway line.
BRAG agrees that the sewage works should not impact on the assessment of GB10 but, if that is the
case when it lies adjacent to the parcel, then it is bizarre and illogical to allow it to impact on the
assessment of GB11 in general and even more so the sub‐parcel identified which is a minimum of
0.8km away.
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Strategic Land Parcels (Annex One)
Parcel Assessment Sheets for the Strategic Land Parcels for Dacorum.
With reference to the parcels put forward for further investigation, there is a strong correlation
between those parcels and plots already included in Dacorum’s Core Strategy or plans heavily
promoted by land owners without “Clear evidence for, and full explanation of, conclusions”.
This correlation between strategic parcels highlighted by SKM and plots already promoted by
developers is evident throughout the review and not just for Dacorum. However, of particular
relevance to Berkhamsted and BRAG is the assessment of parcel GB11.
The relevant extracts are reproduced in Appendix A.
BRAG has previously disputed the decision to use the railway line as the northern boundary, as
opposed to the River Bulbourne or the Grand Union Canal ‐ doing so contributes to the built
development figures and conclusions published in the extracts above.
However, putting this to one side, a major concern has to be the positioning of Bourne End in the
context of existing built development. Across their report SKM have classified settlements as tiers 1,
2 or 3.
Bourne End is apparently an “unclassified” settlement and yet contains two hotels, a filling station
with shop, a church, two public houses, a village hall, a separate retail unit, a service station with
McDonalds and an industrial estate in addition to considerable housing.
We recognise that residents are likely to have better knowledge of local settlements and mistakes
can and clearly have been made. In this case Bourne End is unmistakeably a 3rd tier settlement.
Compare Bourne End with the small hamlet of Little Heath. SKM have erroneously classified Little
Heath as a 2nd tier settlement and consistently repeated the mistake in its conclusions
It seems to BRAG that the significance of this mistake is twofold.
Firstly, and most obviously, when considering SKM’s 5th test (the local purpose of Green Belt to
maintain existing settlement pattern) the statement “The parcel does not separate any 2nd or 3rd tier
settlements” is quite clearly incorrect.
Referring back to Table 5.4 assessment criteria for the local purpose of Green Belt, it is clear that
GB11 plays a SIGNIFICANT role in maintaining existing settlement pattern as it separates a 3rd tier
settlement with 1st tier settlements.
The second consequence is that the level of built development is described as “relatively high at
1.5%” (by contrast SKM reports that other parcels in the Borough have built development at 0.4%,
0.5% or 0.6%, and described as ‘low’), and SKM’s report infers this is due to the presence of Ashlyns
School and the BFI, whilst Bourne End is merely “development along the valley floor”.
As stated previously, BRAG does not have access to the raw data upon which SKM created the
statistics and made judgements on. However, properly classifying Bourne End as a tier 3 settlement
would reduce the level of built development in GB 11.
As discussed earlier this level of built development is supposed to help “describe the level of visual
openness, which is defined as an absence of built development”. BRAG believes it does no such thing
and BRAG offers two different, more specific and meaningful measures.
(8)
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The first measure is the direct‐line distance between two built development sites with no other
development in between. In other words, a ‘direct line of sight’ (DLOS) measurement. Specifically,
the DLOS distance is calculated from Ashlyns to the industrial estate of the 3rd tier settlement of
Bourne End and measures 2.7km.
The second quantifiable gauge of openness is the total area, without any buildings, in which the
DLOS sits. This area must lie totally within GB11 and it must be possible to draw a line from either
end of the DLOS to absolutely any point in the calculated area without passing through a building.
For the 2.7km DLOS detailed above the area measures a hefty 81 hectares (200 acres).
Clearly these two measures paint a picture of far greater openness and lack of encroachment into
the countryside than the SKM statistic does. There are similar and indeed greater levels of openness
from the southeast edge of Berkhamsted in other directions such as Bovingdon, though obviously
extending beyond GB11.
(BRAG points out that all the measurements (distances, areas etc) introduced by BRAG in this report
are derived from Google Earth Pro and are easily replicated.)
SKM’s level of openness assessment and built development statistic extends into the third core
purpose assessment, for which SKM award a ‘PARTIAL’ contribution only. However, the reasoning is
again spurious at best.
As BRAG has shown the level of openness is high to the southeast of Berkhamsted. It is also
important to note that it is a matter of fact that the BFI is actually to the southwest of Berkhamsted
and has absolutely no impact on the level of openness to the southeast.
In any case it is illogical to argue that urban influence at the edge of Green Belt is reason to allow
development into the Green Belt. By definition all Green Belt surrounding a major settlement has an
urban edge.
Green Belt is a restrictive belt of land that will always have urban influences at the edges of the
urban development it surrounds. To allow development at those edges would mean land within the
belt would then become subject to urban influences. It would effectively be classic ‘leap frog’
planning but of course that is why there is an encroachment test.
SKM infers that GB11 only partially contributes to safeguarding the countryside from encroachment
because they have identified an area that does not. This area is later identified as D‐S2 and is
illustrated on figure 8.1.
BRAG discusses D‐S2 in greater detail below, but it is worth noting that the sub‐area, which includes
the BFI, Ashlyns and the Berkhamsted Schools’ sports fields, measures 113 hectares (280 acres). This
is 31.3% of GB11 and is equivalent to 22.7% of the urban area of Berkamsted and Northchurch
combined.
Not only would this represent a major encroachment into the countryside, but it clearly indicates the
potential for large scale urban sprawl. These are simple area measurements but given that built
densities are much higher now than in the past, the % increase of actual dwellings would in fact be
greater.
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The importance of this is illustrated in the conclusion reached by SKM that GB11 contributes least
towards the Green Belt purposes which feeds into their proposed next steps. By contrast BRAG
would argue that Parcel GB11 makes a strong contribution to the purposes of the Green Belt, further
reinforced if the contribution to regeneration is included.
To make it clear, for the reasons outlined in this report BRAG agrees with previous studies carried
out by Dacorum and the Planning Inspectorate that GB11 contributes significantly to ALL five
national core purposes of Green Belt, as well as the local purpose.
Clearly BRAG has major concerns regarding the conclusions reached under the heading “GB11 – Next
Steps” (see extract above).
As already stated SKM recommend carving out part of the parcel as a strategic sub‐area (D‐S2). By
coincidence this appears to cover the land owned by Grand Union Investments (GUI) as well as Local
Allocation LA4 (Hanburys).
Quite how this conclusion has been reached is not clear and it does not appear to follow logically
from their assessment of the ‘Level of Openness and Countryside Character’ (see extract above).
Ashlyns School and the British Film Archives are existing developments in the Green Belt. Other
development is along the valley floor. The slopes have a simple open agricultural character and, as
BRAG has already shown, neither the BFI nor Ashlyns impinge on the level of openness and
countryside character to the southeast of Berkhamsted.
Based on evidence freely available in the public domain, the total amount of land within D‐S2 that is
available or being actively promoted for residential development is 49 hectares (120 acres).
The land owned by GUI is the most actively promoted of all the parcels and already has a ‘master
plan’. It represents 40 hectares (99 acres) or equivalent to 8.1% of Berkhamsted and Northchurch
combined. This includes the large parcel in the east of D‐S2, which measures 31 hectares (76 acres)
or equivalent to 6.3% of the current footprint of the town (Berkhamsted and Northchurch
combined).
So, development of this land on its own would clearly represent significant urban sprawl and
encroachment into the most open and least developed portion of parcel GB11 (see BRAG’s earlier
measurements of openness).
SKM repeat their point about urban influences, but the majority of D‐S2 is to the southeast of
Berkhamsted (east of Ashlyns and BFI) and the well‐defined urban fringe of southeast Berkhamsted
cannot be used as a reason to allow encroachment in to the countryside.
Indeed, the Planning Inspector from the 1996 inquiry stated “The present Green Belt boundary runs
along the rear boundaries of the properties fronting Upper Hall Park which in my view forms a
clearly defined, firm and defensible limit to the built‐up area. In its present open and undeveloped
condition, the site contributes to one of the primary purposes of the Green Belt, namely preventing
the outward spread of the urban area and safeguarding the adjoining countryside from
encroachment.”
BRAG repeats that physically nothing has change in the subsequent 18 years, other than
considerable development within the urban boundaries of Berkhamsted and Northchurch, away
from the parcel of Green Belt that SKM suggests is not fulfilling its purpose.
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Conclusion
BRAG recognises that this Green Belt Review is just the first stage in the Partial Review of the Core
Strategy and further, more detailed work, will be undertaken.
Nevertheless the conclusions of the consultants exist and potentially weaken the Green Belt status,
in particular the status of the land owned by GUI. This will inevitably increase pressure from them at
the consultation phase of the Green Belt Review, or worse if their legal challenge to the adoption of
the Core Strategy is successful.
As such the deficiencies in the SKM report need to be addressed now.
The consultants clearly have considerable expertise but they are not infallible. At the start of this
analysis BRAG introduced the concept of “Confirmation Bias” and BRAG contests that the SKM
review displays hallmarks of that phenomenon.
In short, the authors’ discussions (p11‐17) suggest they favour sustainable development versus
retaining existing Green Belt boundaries and they go on to confirm their opinions by cherry picking
the evidence on which their ‘conclusions’ are based, ignoring contrary evidence, favouring flawed
evidence (such as the crude built development statistics), while also using some derived criteria
(such as quality of Green Belt) that do not form part of the NPPF.
Confirmation Bias is a positive advantage in successful debating, but an advocate is arguing one side
only. The purpose of the Green Belt review was to produce a balanced and independent report, not
to positively seek out Green Belt changes or parcels for development.
Confirmation Bias also makes it harder for the authors to spot errors that, if uncorrected, support
their opinions/conclusions. This is almost certainly why basic errors such as Bourne End being an
unclassified settlement were missed despite the report being reviewed multiple times before
publication.
For the reasons outlined above we believe Dacorum Planning should ask SKM to reconsider their
conclusions regarding GB11 and their rationale for creating strategic sub‐area D‐S2. The Green Belt
land around Berkhamsted meets all of the five core purposes of the Green Belt as defined in the
NPPF, as well as the core purpose of the Hertfordshire Green Belt.
If this is not possible or a course not to be pursued by Dacorum, BRAG ask that this analysis of the
SKM Green Belt Review prepared by BRAG is placed “on the record” alongside the SKM Review as
representing a well researched and strongly held local view.
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Appendix A
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