CAPITA SYMONDS
Topic Paper – Thetford Housing Numbers, 2001 to 2026.

1

Introduction

1.1

This Topic Paper provides a background to the issue of housing numbers allocated to Thetford between 2001
and 2026. It describes the allocations in various documents and gives information on the various studies that
have influenced Thetford’s allocation.

1.2

The adopted Breckland Core Strategy and Development Control Policies DPD (Core Strategy) provides for
7,877 net additional homes in Thetford between 2001 and 2026. This approach is in response to the need for
Core Strategy documents to provide for at least 15 years worth of housing land supply from the date of
adoption. It was therefore necessary for the Breckland Core Strategy to plan beyond 2021. Consequently, the
Thetford Area Action Plan is being prepared in the context of needing to allocate some of 6,500 net new homes
by 2026. The Breckland Core Strategy goes on to say that the majority of these dwellings will be provided in
the Strategic Urban Extension to the north of Thetford (Thetford Urban Extension). The precise housing
numbers and distribution of growth, including clarification on what constitutes a majority to the northern urban
extension, will be addressed as part of the Thetford Area Action Plan.

1.3

The Core Strategy and the initial preferred options document of the Thetford Area Action Plan were informed by
a strategic evidence base which is set out over the following sections of this Paper. As work progresses on the
Area Action Plan in tandem with the evolution of a detailed Masterplan from the Landowners for the northern
extension it is evident that there is a need to revisit these housing numbers to reflect the developing evidence
base on the following issues:
(1) Additional research on European Habitats and their qualifying features:
(2) Detailed land budget and site assembly issues for the northern extension, reflecting a developing evidence
base on environmental, infrastructure and archaeological issues; and
(3) Estate regeneration masterplan work for the Western Estates and Town Centre regeneration proposals
which will inform the scale of windfall housing from these sources.
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2

Evidence Base Assessment

2.1

In this section the relevant evidence base that has been produced to inform the LDF is discussed and relevant
parts copied over for convenience. The full LDF evidence base documentation is available online at
www.breckland.gov.uk/ldf

2.2

2.2.1

Thetford Growth Framework and Infrastructure Study, EDAW, 2007

In 2007 EDAW were commissioned to give Breckland Council (BDC) a strategic guide with regards to the
6,000 dwellings by 2021 – where they could go, phasing and what supporting infrastructure would be
required.

2.2.2

A constraint analysis was completed as part of the EDAW study. The constraints fall into two categories,
those in which any development would be unacceptable, and those in which the development potential would
be significantly constrained.

2.2.3

2.2.4

In the first category – designations in which any development would be unacceptable – are:
•

Flood Zones 2 and 3 (Environment Agency)

•

Special Protection Areas (EC Directive on the conservation of wild birds (79/409/EEC))

•

Special Areas of Conservation (European Designation, Habitats Directive)

•

Sites of Special Scientific Interest (Natural England)

•

Biodiversity Action Plan Habitats (UK BAP)

•

Local & National Nature Reserves (Natural England)

•

County Wildlife Sites (Norfolk County Council)

•

Scheduled Ancient Monuments (English Heritage)

•

Listed Buildings & Walls (Breckland Council)

The second category – those areas in which development potential would be significantly constrained –
include:
•

Tree Preservation Orders (Breckland Council)

•

Woodland & Trees (Forestry Commission)

•

Common Land (Natural England)

•

Conservation Areas (Built Form, Breckland Council)

•

Environmentally Sensitive Areas (Natural England)

•

Mineral Sites (Norfolk County Council)

•

Waste Sites (Norfolk County Council)
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2.2.5

This exercise resulted in the non-developable areas shown on the Figure 1 (in black). Figure 2 shows parcels
of land which could in theory be developed (as at 2007).

2.2.6

Eight criteria were developed to assess the suitability of each sector for employment use:

•

Will employment uses in the sector have a negative impact on adjacent uses?

•

Is the sector accessible from the Strategic Highway Network?

•

Is the sector accessible from residential areas?

•

Does the sector have infrastructure constraints for employment development?

•

Is the sector accessible from the train station?

•

Is this sector adjacent to existing employment areas?

•

Does the sector have the potential for high quality employment uses?

•

Does the sector have the potential for a mix of uses?

2.2.7

Sectors A, C, F, H, I and J were identified as having low potential for employment development.

2.2.8

Ten criteria were developed to test the suitability of each of the sectors for housing development, as follows:

2.2.9

•

Is the sector adjacent to the Urban Area?

•

Is the sector in close proximity to the town centre?

•

Is the sector in close proximity to Social Infrastructure with available capacity?

•

Does the sector have good accessibility by foot to employment areas?

•

Does the sector provide an opportunity for higher density development?

•

Is delivery of the sector dependent on adjacent sectors?

•

Is the sector otherwise complex to open up for development?

•

Is the site generally accessible by road?

•

Will development of this sector contribute to a coherent compact urban form?

•

Are adjacent existing uses appropriate for residential development?

Sectors A, C, E, I and J were identified as having limited potential for residential development.
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Figure 1: Non-developable land (EDAW 2007)
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Figure 2: Potentially unconstrained sites around Thetford. (EDAW, 2007).
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2.2.10 After the above initial analysis EDAW came up with the recommendation in Figure 3. It shows that the growth
could be split between the North and South East. It also indicated some phasing. Note that in 2007 it was
acknowledged that the SPA might need a buffer and 400m was used to inform the final recommendation.

2.2.11 Land to the North of Thetford is owned by Crown and Kilverstone Estates, who are jointly bringing forward a
development proposal for the urban extension. To the South East, land is owned by Shadwell Estate.

Figure 3: EDAW’s final recommendation for the growth of Thetford.
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2.2.12 The breakdown below (from the EDAW Study) indicates that the northern area has capacity for approximately
3,100 housing units to 2021, with additional capacity for a further 1,370 units beyond. The eastern area has
capacity for approximately 1,200 housing units to 2021, with additional capacity for a further 1000 units
beyond 2021. This gives a total Greenfield capacity of 6,670 units 2021 assuming a density of around 37
dwellings per hectare.

Northern Area

Eastern Area

2021 (ha gross)

2031 (ha gross)

2021 (ha gross)

2031 (ha gross)

Residential

82

36

34

27

Employment

33

-

5

-

5

3

3.5

2.5

Open Space

13

7

9

7

Total land

133

46

51.5

36.5

Social
Infrastructure

2.3

Habitats Regulation Assessment (HRA) for the Core Strategy, Footprint Ecology, 2008/9

2.3.1

As a result of the HRA for the Core Strategy (November 2008), Policy CP10 of the adopted Core Strategy
was amended to include a 1500m buffer around those habitats within the Breckland SPA which are capable
of hosting Stone Curlew nests. The relevant part of the Policy is copied below.

Protection of Species
The Council will require that an appropriate assessment is undertaken of all proposals for development that are likely
to have a significant effect on the Breckland Special Protection Area (SPA) and will only permit development that will
not adversely affect the integrity of the SPA. In applying this policy the Council has defined a buffer zone (indicated
orange on the Proposals Map) that extends 1,500m from the edge of those parts of the SPA that support or are
capable of supporting stone curlews, within which:a. Permission may be granted for the re-use of existing buildings and for development which will be completely
masked from the SPA by existing development; alternatively
b. Permission may be granted for development provided it is demonstrated by an appropriate assessment the
development will not adversely affect the integrity of the SPA.

2.3.2

Due to the uncertainty from the evidence base on the cause of the effect of declining Stone Curlew nest
densities in proximity to development a precautionary approach was required. This resulted in the removal of
the South East allocation (Shadwell Estate) from consideration in the Thetford Area Action Plan and an
amendment to the Core Strategy to clarify that the strategic urban extension would be focussed solely on the
north/north-east of the town. The adopted Stone Curlew Buffer and its relationship to Thetford, is shown
previously.

2.3.3

Both the Stone Curlew Buffer and the strategic direction for the sustainable urban extension to the north were
subject to extensive examination in the Core Strategy and have been found sound.
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Figure 4: The orange hatching shows the 1500m Stone Curlew Buffer and the effect on land around Thetford.

2.4

Additional Stone Curlew Buffer and 400m Woodlark and Nightjar Buffer from Breckland SPA

2.4.1

As well as the 1500m Stone Curlew Buffer, the Core Strategy also states: ‘A second 1,500m zone will extend
from supporting Stone Curlew habitat which is defined as kilometre grid squares which have supported 5 or
more nesting attempts by Stone Curlew over the period 1995-2006. Within this second zone development will
be considered provided it is supported by project level HRA and alternative habitat will be provided in
mitigation. Furthermore, any development proposal within the second 1,500m buffer which is also within
400m of Breckland Forest SPA must also be able to demonstrate, through project level HRA that the
Woodlark and Nightjar features of the SPA will also not be adversely affected by the proposal’.

2.4.2

This is seen as a potential constraint to development but as the policy clarifies, this is a surmountable issue
provided sufficient robust evidence can be provided through Appropriate Assessment that compensatory
measures will not result in a likely significant adverse effect.

2.5

Thetford Urban Design Framework, Roger Evans Associates, 2008.

2.5.1

Roger Evans Associates were appointed to undertake an Urban Design Framework to be used to inform
BDC’s Preferred Options for the Thetford Area Action Plan.

2.5.2

The Urban Design Framework is shown below. The yellow areas are identified for housing and the orange
areas are identified for mixed use. The green area shows a potential Country Park which is not being taken
any further as the land is not available for such a use. There is a consensus, that subject to evidence, greater
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recreational and amenity use should be made of the forest areas close to Thetford. This revised approach fits
will with the Forestry Commission’s strategy for greater recreational use of the forest.

Figure 5: Theford Area Action Plan Preferred Option.
2.5.3

As part of the programme of work to advance the TAAP, BDC are working with the landowners on a
Masterplan for the Urban Extension to the North of Thetford (Thetford Urban Extension). The precise layout
of the above is therefore being investigated into more detail, but will essentially reflect Figure 4. The
masterplanning work is also becoming linked to the preparation of a PPA which will be managed under the
auspices of ATLAS.
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3

Other Constraints

3.1

Brownfield Land Allocations

3.1.1

Due to the planned nature of Thetford, the town does not have a significant supply of brownfield land to
develop. Many of the easy-to-develop brownfield land sites have already been developed during the recent
housing boom of the early 2000s. Any brownfield Land that will come forward over the plan period will be
windfall as BDC do not currently have the robust evidence at the time of writing the Thetford Area Action Plan
to allocate brownfield Land with sufficient certainty of what this source will yield. The vast majority of
development in Thetford will therefore take place on greenfield land as agreed as part of the adopted Core
Strategy.

3.1.2

There are 2 projects which could potentially lead to a windfall of up to 500 dwellings. This includes existing
estate regeneration and redevelopment opportunities in the Town Centre.

3.1.3

Four of the existing estates are being or will be targeted for regeneration which could result in an uplift in
housing – the majority of which will be affordable. Although the exact numbers of extra houses is unknown at
this stage, it is reasonable to assume that the potential maximum could be a few hundred units. Estate
Strategic Plans are being prepared for the four estates by Flagship Housing and these will form part of the
evidence base for the TAAP.

3.1.4

Additionally, visioning work is also nearing completion for the Town Centre, which could result in some uplift
in dwellings as well. Early indications show tens of extra dwellings. Of course, this depends on much more
work being undertaken and funding to start such improvements to the centre.

3.2

North of the A11.

3.2.1

At this stage, Breckland Council remain of the view that residential, retail and employment development (i.e.
built development) to the north of the A11 will not form part of the TAAP proposals. This is set out clearly in
the Adopted Core Strategy in Policy CP1 and strongly supported by Croxton village residents.

3.2.2

The reasons include (in no order of priority):
•

A key site for the beetle (Ophonus laticollis) nationally is near Gallows Hill, Thetford (Croxton Hall Farms),
north of the A11 where the beetle lives on ESA arable margins and in the adjacent uncultivated field
edges. On the basis of decline, the species became a Priority Species in the UK Biodiversity Action Plan
process. (MONITORING OPHONUS LATICOLLIS AT GALLOWS HILL, THETFORD, Dr. Mark G. Telfer,
February 2009)

•

Transport: Housing and employment development to the north of the A11 would inevitably encourage
greater car use, contrary to national and local policies.

•

The A11 would also act as a potential barrier to encouraging sustainable modes of travel.

•

Croxton Village: Potential issues regarding coalescence of Thetford and Croxton village

•

Satellite village/isolation: housing/employment to the north of the A11 would likely result in an isolated
satellite village not well connected physically or as part of the community of Thetford.
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•

Landscape and views: The Thetford Green Infrastructure Study (Land Use Consultants, 2007) highlighted
the landscape of the area around Croxton Village as rural and tranquil in nature. It recommended that
development should respect existing skylines and elevated views, most notably from Croxton and the
A1066, and the horizon/skyline features of these views, such as woodland blocks and scots pine
windbreaks, in addition to the lowland valley location and context of Thetford. Housing/employment north
of the A11 would be contrary to this advice.

•

Breckland Forest SPA: housing and employment development to the north of the A11 is likely to be near
to the Breckland Forest SPA (Woodlark and Nightjar).

3.2.3

The adopted Core Strategy states in Policy CP1 ‘The new greenfield allocation in Thetford will consist of a
strategic urban extension to the north-east of the town within the boundary of the A11’.

3.2.4

1

Limiting development to within the A11 is supported in the Inspector’s Report : ‘At present we see no benefits
in extending development beyond the A11. There is no immediate need for additional land and the large
scale and openness of the landscape makes it more sensitive to development pressures [ENV7]. An increase
in local traffic could affect the role of the A11 as a transport corridor while the road would segregate an
expanded town and threaten coalescence with the village of Croxton further to the north’.

3.2.5

The Council are considering the potential for accepting recreational/green uses north of the A11 as pat of a
wider green buffer between Croxton Village and the A11.

3.3

Natural Features of the Cultural Landscape

3.3.1

The following emerging draft policy from the Thetford Area Action Plan seeks to protect the pinelines,
woodland blocks and field boundaries on the Greenfield land to the north of Thetford.

Policy TH x: Features of the Cultural Landscape
Features of the cultural landscape, e.g. the pine lines, woodland blocks and field boundaries, will be conserved and
managed to create a focus for new green infrastructure and structural landscape features within development, and as
enhancements to the wider townscape/landscape. They should serve a biodiversity and recreational function.

Appropriate arboricultural management should be undertaken to prolong their lifespan and opportunities should be
taken not only to retain existing pine lines within development to set the framework in which development can occur
but also to plant new lines to create developments with a clear ‘Thetford’ sense of place and identity.

It is acknowledged that access into the developments would result in the likely removal of some sections, the precise
location and mitigation measure will be agreed with the Local Planning Authority to ensure that the integrity of the
cultural landscape in maintained.

1

Inspector’s Report on the Core Strategy which can be found on the LDF pages of the Breckland website.
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4

Housing Densities

4.1

Taking into account all the requirements of the policies of the Core Strategy (such as employment allocation
and open space), and also allowing for the existing cultural landscape such as tree blocks and pine lines, the
potentially developable land area in Thetford Urban Extension for residential development is between 120135Ha..

4.2

If we assume that ‘the majority’ of 6,500 means 6,000 dwellings in the urban extension to the north of Thetford,
then 6,000 dwellings are required to be developed on 120 Hectares of land, thus giving an average gross
density of 50 dwellings per hectare. If we assume 135 Hectares of land, thus giving an average gross density
of 45 dwellings per hectare. It is therefore not unreasonable to assume an average net density (when roads
and open spaces are accounted for) of 62 dwellings per hectare. This would result in an unacceptably hard and
dense urban edge to the town.

4.3

At this stage, it is unlikely a uniform 45dpha (gross) will be acceptable across the developable area of Thetford
Urban Extension. This density is not consistent with the landowners’ vision/objectives for the site and they are
suggesting a figure of 4,500 to 5,000 dwellings.

4.4

4.5

The following table shows housing numbers for different densities for 135Ha of land.

Net Density

50 dph

45 dph

40 dph

35 dph

30 dph

Number of Dwellings

6,750

6,075

5,400

4,725

4,050

Four of the existing estates are being or will be targeted for regeneration which could result in an uplift in
housing – the majority of which will be affordable. Although the exact numbers of extra houses is unknown at
this stage, it is reasonable to assume that the potential maximum could be two hundred units. The
masterplan work for these estates is developing and final numbers will be dependent on the development
options which are taken forward for each estate.

4.6

The draft Prospectus work looking into the town centre indicates the potential for extra dwellings in this
location to be in the order of tens. These numbers depend on much more work being undertaken as well as
the availability of funding to start such improvements to the centre.

4.7

At this stage, it is unlikely a uniform 50dpha (gross) will be acceptable across the developable area of
Thetford Urban Extension. This density does not accord with the TAAP vision and objectives and the Council
recognises that such a uniformly dense development, however well conceived, does not lend itself to the
character and environment of the area. That said, the Urban Extension does present an opportunity to make
efficient use of land, develop sustainable patterns of development and allow for densities which enable
greater numbers of non-car transport movements and the use of energy production technologies to be
maximised. Correspondingly, where the Urban Extension abuts the rural and more sensitive hinterland, a
softer and lower density edge will be more acceptable. Further details on the location and mix of densities in
the Urban Extension will be addressed elsewhere in this document.
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4.8

At an average density of 37 houses per hectare (net), it is possible to accommodate up to 5,000 dwellings in
the Urban Extension. This consultation document presents this as the preferred option and the
accompanying topic paper provides the detail behind the justification of this number which is inherently linked
to available developable land. The masterplanning section elsewhere in this document is based on 5,000
dwellings and evidence suggests that the development industry would be able to bring forward this number of
dwellings. Whilst there is a reduction in numbers to the urban extension to the north, there is presently no
evidence to allow the Local Planning Authority to introduce allocations elsewhere on the edge of Thetford to
meet the shortfall in numbers from those presented in the Core Strategy in 2009.
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5.
5.1.1

Updated constraints analysis for Thetford

In Summer 2010 the constraint analysis for Thetford was re-run. In bold are additions or changes to the
original EDAW 2007 constraint analysis. See Appendix A for the Constraint Analysis Map.

5.1.2

The following constraints were used where development could be unacceptable – marked in back hatching on
the map in Appendix A.:

•

Flood Zones 2 and 3 (SFRA2 for Thetford Town Centre updated 3 to take into account Climate Change
and 2 to represent present day. 3a and 3b are as per the Environment Agency)

•

Special Protection Areas (EC Directive on the conservation of wild birds (79/409/EEC))

•

Special Areas of Conservation (European Designation, Habitats Directive)

•

Sites of Special Scientific Interest (Natural England)

•

Species of Conservation Concern (NBIS)

Data was obtained from the Norfolk Biological Information Service (NBIS) in August 2010. The data provided
showed species with any conservation designation in and around Thetford. Observations will range from a bird
flying past to foraging and breeding grounds for a particular species.
Appendix B shows a list of species that have been found in and around Thetford. The information is not available
in a way that would be useful to this constraints analysis – data might be presented in 1km or 10km squares
rather than as points.
•

Local & National Nature Reserves (Natural England)

•

County Wildlife Sites (Norfolk County Council)

•

Scheduled Monuments - including the recently scheduled Gallows Hill site (English Heritage)

•

Listed Buildings & Walls (Breckland Council)

•

North of the A11 (Breckland Core Strategy and Inspector’s Report)

•

Stone Curlew Buffer (CP10, Breckland Core Strategy)

•

Pinelines, woodland blocks and field boundaries (emerging TAAP policy)

•

RAMSAR

•

RIGS

•

Historic Parks and Gardens

•

Open Space

•

Employment Areas

5.1.3

The following potential significant constraints have also been used, marked in pink hatching on the map in
Appendix A.

•

Tree Preservation Orders (Breckland Council)

•

Woodland & Trees (Forestry Commission)

•

Common Land (Natural England)

•

Conservation Areas (Built Form, Breckland Council)
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•

Environmental Stewardship (Natural England)

This is marked in yellow hatching on the map. Environmental Stewardship is an agri-environment scheme that
provides funding to farmers and other land managers in England to deliver effective environmental management
on their land.
There are three elements to Environmental Stewardship:
o

Entry Level Stewardship (ELS) provides a straightforward approach to supporting the good
stewardship of the countryside. This is done through simple and effective land management that goes
beyond the Single Payment Scheme requirement to maintain land in good agricultural and
environmental condition. It is open to all farmers and landowners.

o

Organic Entry Level Stewardship (OELS) is the organic strand of ELS. It is geared to organic and
organic/conventional mixed farming systems and is open to all farmers not receiving Organic Farming
Scheme aid.

o

Higher Level Stewardship (HLS) involves more complex types of management and agreements are
tailored to local circumstances. HLS applications will be assessed against specific local targets and
agreements will be offered where they meet these targets and represent good value for money.

Arable land is unlikely to be a suitable habitat for many species. The field margins surrounding the arable land
could provide a more suitable habitat. Emerging TAAP policies aim to protect such margins as much as possible.
This could have an impact on the land budget however.
•

Environmentally Sensitive Areas (Natural England)

Green hatched on the Constraints Map. The Environmentally Sensitive Areas Scheme was introduced in 1987 to
offer incentives to encourage farmers to adopt agricultural practices which would safeguard and enhance parts of
the country of particularly high landscape, wildlife or historic value. The scheme has now closed to new
applicants and has been superseded by the Environmental Stewardship scheme. Some existing agreements will,
however, continue until 2014. Farmers with an existing agreement, which lasts for 10 years, receive an annual
payment on each hectare of land entered into the scheme. Grants are also available towards capital works such
as hedge laying and planting, and repairing dry-stone walls.
The Breckland ESA extends over 94,430 ha and includes one of the most extensive areas of sandy heath in
lowland England. It straddles the county boundary of western Suffolk and Norfolk, and a very small part of
Cambridgeshire. The climate of Breckland is more continental than the rest of Britain, having relatively hot
summers, cold winters and low rainfall.
Arable land is unlikely to be a suitable habitat for many species. The field margins surrounding the arable land
could provide a more suitable habitat. Emerging TAAP policies aim to protect such margins as much as possible.
This could have an impact on the land budget however.
•

Mineral Sites (Norfolk County Council)

•

Waste Sites (Norfolk County Council)

•

400m Buffer from the Breckland SPA (CP10 Reasoned Justification, Breckland Core Strategy)

•

Roadside Nature Reserves

•

Sites of Archaeological and Historical Interest
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6

Settlement Boundary

6.1 As part of the Thetford Area Action Plan process, the Settlement Boundary will be reviewed. The map over page
shows the existing settlement boundary and the proposed changes.
6.2 The changes are explained below:
1: Gallows Hill Scheduled Monument (SM)
•

To add protection to the SM

2: Thetford Urban Extension
•

To recognise the extent of the Urban Extension.

3: Trafalgar Wood
•

To protect the woodland which is open space

•

To reflect this area being in the Stone Curlew Buffer.

4: Broom Covert
•

To recognise the location in the Stone Curlew Buffer

5: Near Cloverfields
•

To recognise the location in the Stone Curlew Buffer

6: Water Treatment Works
•

To recognise the location in the Stone Curlew Buffer

7: Charles Burrell High School
•

To reflect location on edge of Thetford.

•

It is in the Stone Curlew Buffer Zone.

•

To add more protection to the playing fields.

8: Near Sainsbury’s on London Road.
•

To protect the woodland

•

To recognise the location in the Stone Curlew Buffer

9: Near Mundford Road
•

To protect the open space

•

To reflect the flood plain

•

To protect the wet woodland

10: Woodland near Abbey Estate and near the Sewerage Treatment Works
•

To protect the trees in the area which act as a buffer to the A11 and Sewerage Treatment Works.
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7

Conclusion

7.1 It is becoming clear that because of the constraints and other issues relating to Thetford Urban Extension, 5,000
dwellings allocated to Thetford and all being delivered at Thetford Urban Extension is likely to be the preferred
option in relation to deliverability of housing numbers and an appropriate scheme for this site. Town Centre and
existing estate regeneration extra housing is seen as windfall.
7.2 This would effectively be delivering 5,000 of the Core Strategy’s allocation of 6,500, or 77%. Adding say 200 to
come through regenerations schemes would deliver 80% of the Core Strategy’s allocation.
7.3 PPS3 ‘Housing’ at paragraph 64 on managing delivery refers to housing performance within acceptable ranges
(10-20%). BDC recognises that they may be at the periphery of an acceptable range but nonetheless 5,000
additional homes is a significant number to deliver and equates to 300 homes per annum.
7.4 As such, it is recommended that the Thetford Area Action Plan DPD plans for 5,000 dwellings to be
delivered as part of Thetford Urban Extension with any housing delivered as part of the Town Centre
and Estate Regeneration work be seen as windfall. The average density to deliver this amount of
dwellings would be 37 dwellings per Hectare.
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Appendix A: Map showing the constraints around Thetford.

(see separate map supplied)
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