
 

 

The Wenta Business Centre 

Colne Way 

Watford 

WD24 7ND 

21 July 2021 

 

Dear Mr Russell, 

 

Watford Borough Council’s Local Plan 

 

I am writing to express my surprise and disappointment at your letter dated 19 July 2021. These 

sentiments were shared by councillors from different political parties during our meeting on Monday.  

 

Our Full Council meeting included a vote on the final draft Local Plan ahead of submission to the 

Planning Inspectorate. This was the culmination of 7 years of detailed research and hard work to build 

an evidence base that will enable the plan to be judged sound by an inspector and subsequently be 

adopted. As you are aware, the government’s National Planning Policy Framework envisages a plan-

led system, local planning authorities are frequently urged by government to have an up-to-date plan 

and the consequences of withdrawing or having it found unsound by an inspector are serious indeed. 

 

So there was disbelief in the room on Monday that you, Watford’s Member of Parliament, chose to 

express previously unheard concerns about the plan and overdevelopment in Watford a mere 2 hours 

before this final vote. 

 

It is disingenuous to claim you “have no sway over the contents of the Local Plan.” You have had 

every opportunity to engage with the local plan well before the day it came to full council, but have 

not chosen to do so in any meaningful way. You are the town’s parliamentary representative and have 

a well-funded office to research issues of concern. The local plan is one of the most important policy 

documents for Watford’s future, made more difficult by your government’s housing targets. That you 

waited until the day the plan was due to be adopted before showing any meaningful interest, and even 

then only to make misleading comments, is not behaviour one should expect of a responsible MP. 

 

You claim to have the ear of the Minister, but I see no evidence of this. As you should be aware, last 

year the government proposed changing the national algorithm for calculating local housing targets,  



  

which would have reduced Watford’s target from 787 to 533 per year. Unfortunately, the government 

backtracked in response to a well-publicised campaign by backbench MPs in rural constituencies, 

which faced higher targets. Shockingly, in a post on your website (16 December 2020), you 

welcomed this u-turn, under the apparent misapprehension that it was good news for the town, even 

though it meant our target has been restored to 787 per year, or roughly 14,000 extra residential units 

in the town over the plan period. 

 

If you genuinely had the ear of the minister, this would have been a good moment to speak up and 

secure lower targets for the town. In the light of this, your last minute intervention on Monday seems 

very like an attempt to cover your tracks for your failure to stand up for Watford at a crucial moment 

when government policy might have changed in a helpful direction. 

 

Also highly misleading is the way you have cherry-picked a quote from the Secretary of State that is 

highly atypical of the overwhelming message that the government is communicating to local planning 

authorities, which is aimed at stressing the imperative of meeting targets or risk losing discretion over 

planning decision-making.  

 

Anyone taking a cursory interest in the national debate about planning would be aware of this, but to 

quote a few pertinent examples: 

 

• Local Planning Authorities putting forward plans that fail to meet targets are increasingly 

finding them rejected by the planning inspectorate, having to start from scratch at vast public 

expense, meanwhile being at the mercy of speculative developers. 

 

• This year, Watford has been formally criticised by the government for only delivering 48% of 

the target you have set us. Under government rules, we already have to apply a presumption in 

favour of sustainable development imposed on Watford, removing many of our decision 

making powers in relation to planning. 

 

• The National Planning Policy Framework explicitly encourages high density development in 

places like Watford, where development can take place on previously developed land close to 

public transport interchanges, town centres and the like. We have also seen that in other places 

where a local plan has not met the government’s housing targets, local authorities have had 

their local plan rejected by the planning inspectorate, as most recently seen by Sevenoaks who 

had their appeal by the High Court dismissed. The government’s inspectors have also rejected 

local plans because they did not meet their targets in Warwick, Tonbridge and Malling and St 

Albans. 

 

The reality is that any ability for councils to adopt plans that fail to meet there targets is purely 

theoretical. In practice, at every turn the screw is tightening on councils that submit a plan that fails to 

meet targets, with the evidence threshold for demonstrating that they cannot do so unrealistically high 

– particularly for urban authorities with no significant green belt land.   



  

 

For these reasons, we have decided to see through the process of adopting a Local Plan to ensure we 

retain some protections on where development occurs in Watford, albeit after having to start the 

process from scratch in 2017 due to the change in targets. We do not believe it is in the best interests 

of our residents not to have a Local Plan in place as this will lead to developers having free reign over 

our land without any requirements on quality design, sustainability or infrastructure. 

 

In the face of the serious development pressures that Watford faces, it is disappointing indeed that the 

town’s MP should take so little interest in our local plan, attempt to sabotage it at the last minute, and 

be complicit in imposing unprecedented levels of development within our tightly constrained 

boundaries. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

Peter Taylor 

Elected Mayor of Watford 


