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1.0 INTRODUCTION 
 

1.1 This Hearing Statement has been prepared by DLA Town Planning Ltd in response to 

the Inspector’s Matters, Issues and Questions for the St Albans City and District Local 

Plan 2020-2036. 

 

1.2 The statement is prepared on behalf of 51 Pegasus Ltd, who have planning consent 

for a hotel on land at Copsewood. The pre-commencement conditions on this consent 

have been discharged and the consent has been implemented.  

 

1.3 The land adjacent to Copsewood should be removed from the Green Belt and 

allocated for employment purposes for the reasons set out in this report.  
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2.0 MATTER 5 – OBJECTIVELY ASSESSED HOUSING NEEDS FOR HOUSING 
AND EMPLOYMENT LAND (POLICIES S4 & S5) 

 

 Main Issue  

2.1 Whether the Plan has been positively prepared and whether it is justified, effective 

and consistent with national planning policy in relation to the overall provision for 

employment land. 

 

Questions – Employment 

 

Question 20. What is the overall need for employment land that has been 

identified? What is the evidence for this? What is the situation regarding existing 

commitments and the residual need for additional land allocations? What is the 

past trend in take up rates for employment land?  

 

2.2 Our Regulation 19 representations highlighted the lack of up-to-date evidence on 

employment issues. At the time of the Regulation 19 consultation in 

September/October 2018, the only evidence published by the Council was the 2016 

“South West Hertfordshire Economic Study” by Regeneris (EMP002) and the 

“Economic Development and Employment Land Evidence” from March 2016 

(EMP003). The March 2016 report (EMP003), produced internally by SADC officers, 

was part of the evidence base for the previous withdrawn Strategic Local Plan and 

reflects the scale of housing provision (436 dwellings per year) in that document. Our 

October 2018 representations highlighted the dramatic change in context that had 

occurred since March 2016, such as to limit the relevance of this report to the 

submitted draft Local Plan.  

 

2.3 Since the submission of the Local Plan, additional evidence in the form of the South 

West Herts Economic Study Update (Hatch Regeneris, September 2019) has been 

made available. The document reference number for this study is unclear from the 

Council’s website but the emerging draft was given the ref. EMP001.  
 

2.4 It is highly unsatisfactory that key evidence updates were not available at the 

Regulation 19 stage. The fact that the submitted draft Local Plan was not informed 

by the latest evidence is even more concerning. The Inspectors’ questions set out 

above are only necessary because the overall need for employment land is not set 

out in the draft Local Plan and the evidence to support any proposed employment 

allocations is similarly opaque.  
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2.5 Leaving aside the timing of the September 2019 Update and its inability to inform 

the draft Local Plan, the Update seems to suggest a need for 188,000sqm of office 

space across the SW Herts area 2018-36. This is then apportioned to individual 

districts, albeit heavily caveated, and the figure for office space in St Albans is 

39,500sqm. The apportionment between districts is a pro rata share, based on the 

share in 2018. The equivalent figure for industrial space is 481,500sqm for SW Herts, 

of which around 75,900sqm is indicatively apportioned to St Albans.  
 

2.6 There are dangers in attempting to align need and supply too closely. For St Albans, 

the Council’s approach seems to have been to allocate land at East Hemel 

Hempstead regardless of the need identified – the answer is “East Hemel 

Hempstead” regardless of the question.  
 

2.7 There are clear benefits in allocating land at East Hemel Hempstead for employment 

use as part of a mixed-use development. However, the Council’s employment 

strategy starts and ends with this allocation – no further provision is made for the 

rest of St Albans district. While Policy S5 refers to the Special Employment Locations 

in the Green Belt identified in Policy L11, our October 2018 representations 

highlighted the highly specialised and limited opportunities at the BRE site in Bricket 

Wood and the Rothamsted Research site in Harpenden. These sites should not be 

considered as allocations that would benefit companies looking to expand or 

relocate in St Albans district.  
 

2.8 There are three key reasons why relying solely on employment provision at East 

Hemel Hempstead is not a sound strategy, and each is addressed below.  
 

Cross-boundary employment provision 

2.9 The proposed growth East of Hemel Hempstead will clearly function as an extension 

of Hemel Hempstead – this is not in dispute. Dacorum Borough Council’s 

representations to the pre-submission plan in October 2018 highlighted the need for 

further work to establish how much of the housing provision east of Hemel 

Hempstead should contribute towards Dacorum’s need and how much to St Albans’. 

We are not aware that this work has been commissioned. Dacorum BC’s initial view 

in October 2018 was that “a significant proportion of the new jobs should count 

towards Dacorum’s job growth target.  This reflects the fact that this employment 

development will form an extension to the Maylands Business Park, Dacorum’s 

principal employment area.  Also, it is some distance from St Albans City.” 

 

2.10 The comments we made in DLA Town Planning’s matter 2 statement in respect of 

the Duty to Cooperate focused on the cross-boundary nature of the housing 

proposed at East Hemel Hempstead. However, the same principles apply to 
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employment. It seems unarguable that the entirety of the proposed employment 

land at East Hemel Hempstead should only meet St Albans’ employment land 

requirements. In order to provide clarity, both for SADC’s and Dacorum BC’s plan-

making purposes, the Local Plan needs to define the extent of provision that is 

meeting each authority’s needs.  
 

Market demand for employment space at East Hemel Hempstead 

2.11 The second reason why an employment strategy that only allocates land at East 

Hemel Hempstead is unsound is due to the specific nature of employment demand 

in that area. Dacorum BC’s 2018 representations state that “large scale office 

development is not currently viable in this location, with market demand being 

mainly for large warehouses which employ far fewer people than offices”.  

 

2.12 This observation is echoed by Hatch Regeneris in the 2019 Update (EMP003). The 

relevant section from the Hatch Regeneris report is quoted in full below: 
 

 “8.37 A key question is whether there is likely to be sufficient market demand for 

large scale office development at East Hemel Hempstead. The advantages for this 

site are that it is in single ownership, is located in the Envirotech Enterprise Zone and 

is being actively promoted. Any development would also likely include upgrades to 

Junction 8 of the M1 as part of any planning application.  

 

8.38 However, the site is in close proximity to Maylands Business Park and Breakspear 

Park where there is an oversupply of office space and a history of weak demand due 

to the industrial nature of development and the area’s poor public transport 

connections. The review of commercial property market trends highlighted the 

critical importance of rail connections for attracting strategic office occupiers which 

this site would not offer. 

 

8.39 The site is likely to be attractive to footloose office occupiers with a car-based 

workforce that need to serve clients in dispersed markets (eg some ICT and 

engineering businesses) or those linked to environmental technologies. However 

there is limited evidence that it would appeal to professional services and HQ 

functions that are well established in other parts of the FEMA.  

 

8.40 There is also a question over the timescales for new office space to be delivered 

by the market in this location. Both PBA and GL Hearn have concluded that the 

combination of weak demand and low rents means that development is unlikely to 

be viable in the short term and is only likely to come forward in the medium to long 

term if office rents increase.  
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8.41 However there is some evidence that rental values are increasing. Two deals for 

refurbished space at the Maylands Building have attracted rents of over £26, which 

marks a significant increase for this location. If rents continued on their current trend 

as supply decreases, new development could become viable earlier than some agents 

have suggested. Therefore on balance we believe that some development could come 

forward at East Hemel Hempstead, although there is still significant uncertainty 

about the quantity of space which could be delivered.” 
 

2.13 The “significant uncertainty” expressed by Hatch Regeneris is not addressed in the 

submitted draft Local Plan. There are no contingency arrangements put in place if 

market demand does not allow the delivery of significant office space.  

 

2.14 In terms of overall balance, the third bullet point of paragraph 9.7 is relevant: 
 

“although a net-supply of 123,400 sq m has been identified, this would be 

dependent on East Hemel Hempstead delivering 136,000 sq m of office space. 

As stated above, there is uncertainty about the quantity and timing of 

employment space which could be delivered in this location. If there are delays 

bringing this site forward (which seems likely given current market rents in the 

local area), the borough would face an undersupply of office space in the short 

to medium term.” 
 

2.15 Market demand has not historically supported office space delivery at East Hemel 

Hempstead. There is a chance that this may change in the years ahead. However, 

there is also a significant risk that market demand does not change.  

 

Meet employment demand in St Albans district 

2.16 The third reason why it is unsound to rely solely on employment land allocations at 

east Hemel Hempstead is that it will not address the demand for St Albans district as 

a whole. The area east of Hemel Hempstead is relatively peripheral to St Albans 

district and exhibits only a weak linkage with the city of St Albans and with the Main 

Town of Harpenden.  

 

2.17 The strongest economic area in the district is central St Albans. Hatch Regeneris 

state, at para 8.23 of their September 2019 Update that: 

 

“…these central areas are highly attractive office locations and command the 

highest rental values of any office market in South West Herts. There is very 

limited availability of office space in these locations due to high demand but 

also due a reduction in supply as a result of permitted development rights”. 
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2.18 The loss of office space in St Albans district as a result of permitted development 

rights is startling. Hatch Regeneris cite a net commitments figure that represents a 

loss of 17,021sqm of office space. Yet despite this loss, no further allocations are 

made for office space around the city.  

 

2.19 In Policy S5, the Local Plan aims to provide for “a continued role for St Albans City 

Centre as an important sub-regional office location”. However, the proposed 

allocations and the lack of any new provision that relates to St Albans city itself 

undermines this policy aspiration. 
 

2.20 Similarly for the rest of St Albans district, the failure to allocate any new commercial 

space, other than on the very edge of the district, is likely to have a constraining 

effect on the ability of existing companies to grow and expand.  

 

Question 21. Overall does the evidence base provide adequate justification for the 

jobs target set out in policy S5?  

 

2.21 As set out above, there is very little relationship between the evidence base and the 

employment strategy in Policy S5. The key evidence was only produced after the 

Local Plan was written so could not have informed the strategy.  

 

Question 23. Are the employment land requirements consistent with the housing 

requirement figure? 

 

2.22 While we make no comment on the overall numerical balance of homes and jobs, it 

is worth pointing out that substantial new housing is proposed in the draft Local 

Plan’s Broad Locations. However, there is no corresponding increase in local 

employment space as the only new commercial provision is on the edge of the 

district. The spatial distribution of employment space is not balanced and does not 

reflect housing provision.  

 

Question 25. Does the land allocated provide sufficient choice and flexibility?  

 

2.23 We consider that the provision of only one new employment location, and that on 

the very edge of the district, does not provide sufficient choice and flexibility for 

commercial users.  
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Question 26. What are the inter-relationships with other authorities in terms of 

employment land provision and how have these been taken into account?  

 

2.24 See response to question 20 at paragraph 2.9 and 2.10 above 
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3.0 SITE-SPECIFIC PROPOSALS 
 

3.1 Land adjoining Copsewood in St Albans is being promoted for employment purposes. 

An indicative layout has been produced showing how the site could accommodate a 

range of employment development. The proposal includes three small-scale flexible 

office units suitable for small business and start-up companies. This helps to meet a 

particular local need for office accommodation and we understand there is a strong 

demand for this type of unit. 
 

3.2 The approved hotel gains access to the North Orbital Road at the existing Noke 

roundabout. The approved plan shows a dual-lane 7.3m access road in both 

directions serving the internal roundabout. Access would then be taken from this 

internal roundabout to serve the office development. Access of these dimensions 

would comfortably serve the proposed office scheme.  

 

3.3 The approved hotel involves a network of interconnecting footway/footpath routes 

through the site. The proposed office development will link up with this network to 

provide connectivity between the two sites. 
 

3.4 Location 

The site is well related to the City of St Albans. It is not on the boundary of the city 

itself but is within the wider city area. Critically, it is not adjacent to Hemel 

Hempstead and is significantly closer to the city that the other sites proposed. It 

would serve the economy of St Albans well.  
 

3.5 Equally, the 2009 SHLAA’s comments about housing in an unsustainable location, 

notwithstanding their appropriateness, are not relevant to a proposed office 

development. The site would have access to public transport and, compared with 

the likely alternative office locations, is superior. 

 

3.6 Relationship with adjacent hotel 

There is synergy between the proposed office space and the adjacent approved 

hotel. Meeting and conferencing facilities available at the hotel will strengthen the 

offer provided by the office space. The hotel will provide restaurant and gym facilities 

that could be used by employees in the office development. Overnight 

accommodation could also benefit employers located next door. 
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3.7 Green Belt  

The site lies between the built development of the Burston Garden Centre and the 

approved Hilton Hotel. Therefore, many of the findings in the 2009 SHLAA no longer 

relevant, particularly in respect of the impact on land “currently rural in nature”. Its 

contribution towards Green Belt purposes is very limited and the level of 

encroachment assessed in 2009 would now appear to be an infill site between the 

approved Hilton Hotel and the substantial built development at Burston Nurseries. 

 
3.8 On this basis, the site could be released from the Green Belt without causing 

substantial harm to the wider Green Belt that would remain. A defensible new Green 

Belt boundary could be created along Lye Lane using existing landscape features.  

 

3.9 In addition, the site lies between the built development of Burston Garden Centre 

and the approved and soon-to-be-constructed Hilton hotel. It is also opposite 

another hotel at The Noke, and opposite the Shell garage and Starbucks café. As 

such, it’s contribution to Green Belt purposes is very limited and development of the 

site would be complimentary to the existing commercial uses in the immediate 

vicinity.  
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4.0 CONCLUSIONS 
 

4.1 To conclude, the submitted draft Local Plan is not sound because it is not based on 

appropriate evidence. The main evidence report was produced by the Council’s 

Consultants (Hatch Regeneris) after the Local Plan had already been published for 

consultation and does not inform the draft Plan in any meaningful way.  

 

4.2 The cross-boundary nature of employment provision at East Hemel Hempstead has 

not been recognised or reconciled by the Local Plan. A substantial proportion of the 

new floorspace should be treated as meeting employment needs arising in Dacorum 

Borough. The Local Plan needs to provide clarity on this relationship.  

 

4.3 According to the Council’s consultants, there is “significant uncertainty” that the 

scale of office space proposed at East Hemel Hempstead can delivered in this 

location, given the history of market demand. This is a view shared by Dacorum 

Borough Council.  

 

4.4 St Albans city is a strong commercial office location but one that has seen the supply 

of office space dramatically reduced in recent years as a result of conversion under 

permitted development. While the loss has been slowed by the introduction of an 

Article 4 Direction, the Local Plan makes no compensatory provision to make good 

the loss of office space. Despite the statement in Policy S5 promoting “a continued 

role for St Albans City Centre as an important sub-regional office location”, there is 

no policy substance to deliver this.  

 

4.5 Additional commercial land needs to be allocated to offset recent losses and to 

promote a greater choice of sites and locations. The land adjacent to Copsewood 

should be removed from the Green Belt and allocated for employment purposes.  

 


