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Summary – This report concerns proposals for a development of 26 dwellings at 
Abbey Farm Barns in Thetford.  It is recommended that permission be granted. 

 
 
1.   INTRODUCTION 
This report concerns applications planning permission and listed building consent for 
residential development of 26 dwellings at Abbey Farm Barns.  The development 
proposed would include 15 new-build dwellings, with a further 11 units created by 
converting existing buildings.  The land around the buildings would be laid out for 
parking and landscaped amenity areas.  Vehicular access to the development is 
proposed via two existing entrances off Monksgate.  
 
The application is supported by a number of technical reports, including a Design & 
Access Statement, a Structural Survey, an Archaeological Evaluation and a 
Protected Species Report.  Detailed amendments have been made to the proposals 
in the light of responses from consultees. 
 
The application site is located within an established residential area to the north of 
Thetford town centre.  It comprises a rectangular parcel of land extending to 0.9 
hectare.   The site includes a range of former farm buildings, which enclose a central 
courtyard.  Two of the buildings are Grade 1 listed buildings.  Part of the site is a 
Scheduled Ancient Monument.  The site is currently unused, and was last used as a 
depot when owned by the Council.   
 
A Committee Site Visit took place on 3 October 2007. 
 
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 
Thetford Town Council has objected to the applications due to the density of 
development proposed.  A development of 10-12 dwellings would be preferred.  
 
The Highway Authority has raised no objection to the application subject to details of 
the access and parking areas being agreed.  Financial contributions are sought 



towards public transport improvements (£10,000) and walking/cycling initiatives 
(£7,000).   
 
Norfolk County Council has requested that a financial contribution be made to local 
library services (£1,300).  A fire hydrant would also be required. 
 
English Heritage is generally supportive of the applications, and accepts the principle 
of residential re-use of the site.  The detailed design of both the conversion schemes 
and the new-build proposals are considered to be generally acceptable, but 
objections are raised to proposals to subdivide the courtyard and spaces around the 
buildings to create enclose private gardens. 
 
Norfolk Landscape Archaeology has raised no objection subject to a programme of 
archaeological monitoring and investigation work being secured by condition.    
 
The Society for the Protection of Ancient Buildings has objected to the applications, 
stating that the conversion of the listed buildings to residential would be 
inappropriate.  It is also suggested that the new-build development would harm the 
setting of the former Abbey Gatehouse.  It is recommended that alternatives to 
residential re-use be sought. 
 
The Ancient Monuments Society has objected to the proposals on the grounds that 
they would damage the character and setting of this complex of buildings.  It is 
suggested that alternative uses should be considered. 
 
The Council for British Archaeology has objected to the applications on the grounds 
that insufficient information has been provided to support the proposed development.  
It is suggested that a feasibility study should be commissioned to consider alternative 
uses. 
 
The Environment Agency has raised no objection.   
 
Anglian Water has raised no objection to the proposals subject to a condition 
requiring detailed proposals for foul and surface water disposal to be agreed.  
 
Natural England has raised no objection to the applications. 
 
The Council’s Tree & Countryside Officer has raised no objection to the proposals.   
 
The Council’s Senior Planning Policy Officer has raised no objection. 
 
The Council’s Housing Enabling & Projects Officer has requested the provision of 8 
units of affordable housing. 
 
The Council’s Environmental Health Officer has requested that a condition be 
imposed to regulate construction work in order to avoid harm to the amenities of local 
residents.   
 
The Thetford Society has objected to the proposed residential use of the site on the 
grounds that it would deny access to the general public to important heritage asset. 
 
The proposed development has generated a good deal of local interest.  Letters of 
objection have been received from local residents raising concerns about the effect 
of the development on the historic interest of the site, increased traffic, the scale of 



the development, loss of amenity, drainage problems.  At the time of writing, in 
excess of 60 letters of objection had been received. 
 
5.  POLICY 
 Relevant ‘saved’ Local Plan policies include Policies HOU.2 and TRA.5, which deal 
respectively with housing in towns and traffic issues.   At a national level, policies set 
out in PPS 3 Housing, PPG 15 Planning and the Historic Environment and PPG 13 
Transport are particular relevant.    
 

6.  ASSESSMENT 
The principal issues raised by the application concern: i) the effect of the proposals 
on the architectural and historic interest of the site, and ii) the impact of the 
development on the immediate locality with respect to traffic, residential amenity and 
drainage, and planning policy matters. 
 
Heritage impact 
The site of Abbey Farm Barns is of considerable historic and archaeological interest.   
The land falls within the precinct of a medieval Cluniac priory, the ruined remains of 
which are located a short distance to the south-east.  The former priory gatehouse 
lies immediately to the east of the site.  The southern half of the site is designated as 
a Scheduled Ancient Monument.  Two buildings within the application site, Abbey 
Farm Cottages and Abbey Farm Barn, incorporate significant remains of medieval 
structures (a thirteenth century aisled hall and fifteenth century timber framed barn 
respectively), and both are Grade 1 listed.  These buildings were clad with brick and 
flint walls in the nineteenth century when the site was developed a manor farm.   
 
The conversion schemes proposed for both the listed and unlisted barns and for the 
listed cottage building have been subject to prolonged discussions between the 
applicant, English Heritage and Council officers.  The proposed conversions seek to 
minimise the impact of the development on the historic fabric of the buildings, whilst 
creating usable residential units.  Original features would be repaired and retained, 
and where necessary reinstated, using appropriate conservation methods.  The 
introduction of new door and window openings has been avoided wherever possible, 
thus maintaining the agricultural and inward looking character of the buildings.  
Internal alterations have also been handled carefully.  Overall, it is considered that 
the conversion schemes have been sensitively designed, and would conserve the 
special character of these buildings. 
 
The design of the new-build dwellings is also considered to be acceptable.  These 
units would replace existing former farm buildings of relatively recent construction, 
and would thus maintain the courtyard form of the existing former farm complex.  The 
new buildings would be smaller in overall scale and height than the buildings 
proposed for conversion.  Although no attempt has been made to replicate the 
appearance of the converted farm buildings, the design of the new dwellings does 
seek to reflect their simple and robust appearance and agricultural character.  
Elevations would be constructed in a mixture of gault brickwork and timber boarding, 
with slate and metal clad roofs.   
 
In response to objections raised by English Heritage to the applicant’s original 
applications, amended proposals for the design of the spaces around the buildings 
have been submitted.  The latest scheme omits the boundary fencing originally 
proposed to create private gardens in favour of open lawned areas and a landscaped 
central courtyard.  It is considered that this revision would help to maintain the open 
setting of the building complex and avoid any unnecessary subdivision of the 
courtyard.   



 
It has been suggested by a number of local residents and heritage bodies that it 
would be more appropriate for the Abbey Farm Barns complex to be re-used as a 
visitor centre for nearby Priory than redeveloped for housing.  Proposals for a visitor 
centre were considered by English Heritage several years ago, but were 
subsequently abandoned on grounds of economic viability.  In the circumstances, it is 
considered that there is little prospect of the long term future of the Abbey Farm 
Barns complex being secured by proposals for a visitor centre or other similar use.  
The current proposals for residential use would secure this objective, however. 
 
Impact on locality 
Local residents have raised concerns about the impact of the proposed development 
on traffic conditions on local roads.  Particular attention is drawn to existing problems 
of congestion and on-street parking, especially in Station Road.  However, the 
Highway Authority has raised no concerns about safety issues or the capacity of the 
surrounding road network.  On-site parking provision (48 parking spaces) would meet 
current guidelines.  Whilst the concerns of local residents are noted, it is not 
considered that an objection on grounds of highway safety could be sustained in this 
instance.  
 
Particular attention has been paid to the impact of the proposed development on the 
amenities of adjacent residential properties.  Where existing buildings are located 
hard up against the western site boundary, no window openings are proposed in the 
elevations facing adjacent dwellings.  Instead, it is proposed to remove a section of 
roof to create internal courtyards to provide light to the new dwellings.  Elsewhere, 
the new buildings have been designed to minimise overlooking and overshadowing 
of neighbours.  It is not considered that the traffic and general activity levels would 
result in unacceptable disturbance to the locality.   
 
Concerns have been raised locally about drainage problems.  However, on the basis 
of the information available, it is considered that there is no reason to withhold 
permission on the basis of inadequate drainage infrastructure.  In terms of foul 
drainage, Anglian Water has confirmed that there is capacity in existing sewers to 
deal with additional flows from the development proposed.  As far as surface water is 
concerned, it should be noted that the proposed development offers an opportunity to 
reduce the extent of impermeable area within the site and thus to reduce the 
pressure on existing sewers.  The Environment Agency has raised no objection to 
the applications.  It is suggested that any permission granted should be subject to 
conditions requiring full details of both foul and surface water drainage arrangements 
to be agreed. 
 
Policy issues 
It is considered that the development of the site for housing accords in general terms 
with relevant local and national planning policy.  The proposal would secure the 
development of a brownfield site within the built up area of the town, in a location 
which is well related to existing facilities and services.  The proposed residential use 
would be compatible with the general character of its surroundings.  Whilst the 
density of development proposed at 28 DPH falls just short of the PPS 3 indicative 
minimum of 30 DPH, this can be justified by the need to pay special attention to the 
character of the site. 
 
The scale of the proposed development is such that an element of affordable housing 
and financial contributions towards local services/facilities would normally be required 
under current policy.  However, the applicant has indicated that requirements of this 
sort would threaten the financial viability of the project.  It is suggested that 



development costs would be high because of the condition of existing buildings, the 
extent of conservation work required and the standard of design/materials required.   
A detailed breakdown of anticipated costs and returns has recently been provided by 
the applicant, and is under consideration.  Further analysis of this issue will be 
presented verbally. 
 
7. RECOMMENDATION 
It is recommended that planning permission and listed building consent be granted 
subject to conditions.  It will be necessary to refer the proposal to the Secretary of 
State before a decision can be issued.  


