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Summary – This report concerns proposals for the conversion of former farm 
buildings to form a residential education centre at West Lexham Manor.  It is 
recommended that the applications are approved. 

 
 
1.   INTRODUCTION 
This report concerns applications for full planning permission and listed building 
consent for the conversion of former farm buildings into a residential education 
centre.  It is intended that the centre would offer a range of residential courses on 
matters relating to sustainability, low impact living and environmental awareness.  
Weekend, week and fortnight long courses would be offered, running for around 130 
days per year.  Accommodation proposed would include teaching areas, studios, 
workshops, shop/exhibition space, and 26 student bedrooms, extending in total to 
1,595 square metres of floorspace.   
 
The application site is located within the hamlet of West Lexham and falls within the 
grounds of West Lexham Manor, a Grade II Listed Building.  The site extends to 0.95 
hectare and includes a range of barns and outbuildings which are presently largely 
vacant.  The site was previously used for agricultural purposes as part of a large 
farming operation.     
 
The application is supported by a Design & Access Statement, Ecological Report and 
Structural Appraisal.  Additional information has been submitted by the applicant 
during the course of the application relating to traffic, business plans, conversion 
details, drainage and ground conditions. 
 
2.  KEY DECISION 
This is not a key decision.   
 
3.  COUNCIL PRIORITIES 
The following Council priorities are relevant to this report: 

• A safe and healthy environment 

• A well planned place to live and work 
 
4. CONSULTATIONS 
Lexham Parish Council has raised no objection to the applications but has 
commented on water supply issues and the potential impact of the scheme on the 
character of the property.     
 
The Highway Authority has objected to the planning application on the grounds that 
the site is remote from local services and that the proposal would be unduly reliant on 
car transport, contrary to the sustainable development policies. 



 
The Environment Agency has objected to the planning application on the grounds 
that insufficient information had been provided about drainage proposals and ground 
conditions to show that pollution of the aquifer would not occur.   Further comments 
are awaited following the submission of additional information by the applicant. 
 
Natural England has objected to the planning application on the grounds that 
insufficient information had been provided about drainage matters to show that the 
River Nar SSSI would not be adversely affected by the proposals.  Further comments 
are awaited following the submission of additional information by the applicant. 
 
Norfolk Landscape Archaeology has raised no objection subject to a condition 
requiring a photographic survey of the existing buildings.     
 
The Historic Buildings Officer has requested that further information be provided 
about detailed conversion works. 
 
The Planning Policy Officer has raised concerns about the scale of the proposed 
development, particularly residential elements, given the relatively isolated rural 
location and the sustainability of the proposals. 
 
The Tree & Countryside Officer has raised no objection subject to implementation of 
proposed wildlife mitigation measures.       
 
The Council’s Contaminated Land Officer raised no objection subject to conditions 
relating to further site investigation.  Further comments are awaited following the 
submission of additional information by the applicant. 
 
5.  POLICY 
At a national level, policies set out in PPS 4 Planning for Sustainable Economic 
Growth, PPS 7 Sustainable Development in Rural Areas and PPG 13 Transport are 
particular relevant.    
 
At a local level, relevant policies from the Core Strategy & Development Control 
Policies DPD include: Policy CP14 (Sustainable Rural Communities), Policy DC17 
(Historic Environment) and Policy DC20 (Conversion of buildings in the countryside).  
 
6.  ASSESSMENT 
The principal issues raised by the application concern: i) the extent to which the 
development would accord with relevant planning policy; ii) impact on the character 
of the site and surroundings and iii) transport matters.   
 
Policy 
PPS 4 states that economic development should be strictly controlled in areas of 
open countryside but that support should be given for the conversion and re-use of 
appropriately located and suitably constructed existing buildings in the countryside, 
particularly those adjacent or closely related to towns or villages. 
 
Core Strategy Policy CP14 states in relation to employment in the countryside that 
new enterprises will be supported where a rural location is justified for environmental 
or operational reasons and provided that there would be no significant harm to the 
local environment, landscape, nature conservation or traffic safety.  Policy DC20 also 
supports the re-use of rural buildings for economic purposes, provided that they are 
appropriately located, taking into account considerations of sustainability, access and 
local character. 



 
The thrust of relevant policies is to seek a balance between the need to promote 
more sustainable patterns of development and the desirability of promoting economic 
activity.  Notwithstanding the travel plan measures proposed by the applicant 
(discussed below), it is considered that the relatively remote location of the site is a 
factor that inevitably weighs against the proposal in terms of sustainable transport.  
However, this must be set against the positive aspects of the proposal, including 
employment creation, the potential economic benefits to the local area and securing 
the re-use and long term future of redundant buildings in the grounds of a listed 
building.  The development would also incorporate many sustainable construction 
measures, including high levels of insulation, photovoltaic panels for electricity 
generation and a woodchip biomass boiler for heating.  It must also be acknowledged 
that the nature of the proposed business use itself in such a rural location is, at least, 
desirable, if not essential, in operational terms.  Taking all these factors into account, 
it is considered that the balance of arguments favours the development proposal and 
that the scheme would accord with objective of planning policy to balance economic 
and sustainability issues. 
 
Impact on character 
The application site occupies a prominent location within an area of loose knit 
development that includes West Lexham Manor, St Nicholas’s Church and a number 
of cottages.  The valley of the River Nar provides an attractive rural setting to 
development here.  It is considered that the scale and design of the proposals are 
such that the character and appearance of the area would not be harmed by the 
development.  Existing traditional buildings would be restored and converted in a 
sympathetic manner, whilst more modern structures would be re-clad to improve their 
appearance.  Extensive areas of hardstanding would be removed and replaced with 
landscaping and more appropriate surfacing.  A Construction Method Statement has 
been submitted which confirms that only minimal alterations are proposed to the 
main structure of existing buildings and that sustainable building materials would be 
used wherever practicable. Whilst this falls short of the full specification of works 
requested by the Historic Buildings Officer, this level of additional detail could 
reasonably be required by planning condition. 
 
Given the scale of the proposed use, it is considered that additional traffic and 
general activity will have some impact on the quiet rural character of the area.  
However, it is not thought that such effects will result in any significant harm to the 
character of the area or local amenities, particularly when account is taken of the 
scale of previous agricultural activities.  No objections have been received from local 
residents.   
 
Transport 
The road network which provides access to the site comprises a series of country 
lanes.  Whilst these roads are of variable standard in terms of width and alignment, 
the A1065 Swaffham to Fakenham road (located approximately 650 metres to the 
west of the site) is readily accessible.  It is likely that most traffic would approach 
from this direction.  
 
The proposed development would result in an increase traffic movements compared 
to the present situation (where uses consist only of residential properties).  Based on 
the programme of residential courses currently envisaged, the applicant has 
estimated that the education centre would result in around 100 vehicle movements 
per week.  Whilst it would not be prudent to place too much reliance on these 
projections (given the variables of training course length and frequency, student 
numbers and modes of transport), it is considered that the proposed education centre 



would be unlikely to have a greater traffic impact overall than previous agricultural 
operations.  Until relatively recently the site was the focus of large farming 
operations, which included farm haulage business, livery stables and a blacksmith, 
generating not insignificant volumes of traffic including large vehicles. The Highway 
Authority has raised no concerns about the capacity of local roads to accommodate 
traffic from the development.   
 
Given the relatively remote rural location of the site, the proposed development could 
be heavily reliant on access by car.  To address this, various measures are proposed 
by the applicant to promote sustainable transport options.  It is proposed to provide a 
minibus pick up service for students arriving by coach and bus at drop off points at 
Swaffham and Newton-by-Castle-Acre or by train at Downham Market.  Fully 
serviced accommodation would be provided to students, reducing the need to travel 
elsewhere during courses.  Whilst it is inevitable that a proportion of visitors would 
arrive by car, it is considered that due to the organised nature of the main activities, 
with advanced booking arrangements and students arriving at pre-determined times, 
travel plan measures have a better than average prospect of success here.  It is also 
anticipated that a number of existing residents would be employed in the education 
centre, reducing the need for commuting elsewhere.  Whilst the objections raised by 
the Highway Authority in relation to sustainable transport are acknowledged, it is 
considered that when account is taken of the economic and environmental benefits of 
the scheme, together with the mitigating effect of potential travel plan measures, it is 
considered that it would not be reasonable to object to the application on this basis. 
 
Other matters 
Both the Environment Agency and Natural England have raised concerns about the 
proposal due to the vulnerability of the water environment and nature conservation 
interests to pollution.  In response the applicant has provided detailed information 
about possible sources of ground contamination associated with previous agricultural 
uses, together with details of proposed foul and surface water drainage.  Foul water 
would be directed to a private sewage treatment plant, whilst surface water from car 
parking areas would be passed through a reed bed system to remove potential 
contaminants before discharge to existing drainage ditches.  It is understood that 
these measures are acceptable to the Environment Agency and Natural England but 
formal confirmation of this is awaited.  
 
7.  RECOMMENDATION 
It is recommended that  planning permission is granted subject to conditions relating 
to building materials, conversion details, use class restrictions, access/parking, 
drainage, contamination, building recording, ecological mitigation, energy efficiency, 
external lighting and travel plan measures.  It is also recommended that listed 
building consent is granted for the proposed conversion works, subject to conditions 
relating to building materials and requiring a full schedule of works to be agreed.   
 
 
 


