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Report of: Mark Kiddle-Morris, Executive Member for Assets and Strategic Development 
 
To:    Local Plan Working Group: 9th September 2014 
 
(Author:  Iain Withington, Planning Policy Team Leader, (Capita) 
 
Subject: Breckland Local Plan Issues and Options Document 
 
Purpose: The purpose of this report is to inform Members of the progress to date on the 

issues and options document of the Local Plan. 
 

 
Recommendation(s): It is recommended that Members note the content of this report 
and that it forms the basis of the discussion at the working group. 
 

 
1.0 Background 
 
1.1 Council Members will recall the Local Plan visioning session on 27th January 2014, where 

evidence base surrounding Housing, Employment and Environment within the district was 
discussed. Since this visioning session in January, significant progress has been made on 
the issues and options document for the Local Plan and Its evidence base. Prior to the full 
Local Plan being reviewed at Cabinet in October for approval to go out to consultation, it is 
intended to review sections of the document through Local Plan Working Group. 

 
1.2 The Local Plan issues and options consultation has been formatted around strategic 

themes. The strategic themes have been identified having regard to the requirements of the 
National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF).  In addition to this it is also proposed to 
include a detailed section on the approach towards the five market towns.  The first 
sections of the Local Plan Issues and Options document which include the Vision and 
Objectives, the approach to housing, including Gypsies & Travellers, affordable housing 
and the economy have been discussed at the meeting of 4th August 2014. The actions 
arising from the meeting have been incorporated into those sections and the updated 
chapters are attached in Appendix A. These changes are  highlighted in the accompanying 
presentation, but for reference include additional text in the Vision and Objectives covering 
the promotion of Health and Wellbeing, and the addition of the Council’s preference that the 
Local Plan should run to 2036. In the Housing section additional text has been added 
highlighting the risks around the 2014 SHMA and linking balanced housing growth to the 
growth of the local economy. An explanation has been added explain the role and function 
of affordable housing and the text has been updated regarding the strategic approach to 
Gypsies and Travellers as requested. The housing tables have been updated to include 
figures contained in the emerging 2014 Annual Monitoring Report. With reference to the 
rural economy additional text has been added as requested in recognition of the wider 
prosperity of the agricultural sector and how it is important to the Breckland economy that it 
is allowed to adapt to changes in circumstances to remain prosperous. In recognition of 
discussions around rural workers Members will see that a draft question is proposed in the 
Countryside Section around the need for a flexible approach. 

 
1.3 It is the intention that this session will seek Members’ opinions on the key issues 

surrounding the Spatial Strategy, the approach to the identification of local service centres 
(LSC), the approach to the countryside and the natural and historic environment within 
Breckland.  A summary of the issues is included below. These are intended to form the key 
discussion points at the working group. 



 
Spatial Strategy 

 
1.4 A key element of the Local Plan is defining the spatial strategy and where the focus for 

additional growth of homes and employment should be. There are fundamental questions 
that need to be explored at the issues and options stage to ensure that the process of 
delivering a new plan is robust and comprehensive. These not only include key 
considerations around how many homes and jobs should be provided for but where they 
should go. These questions need to be worked through and informed by views of our 
communities to ensure the right approach is delivered and agreed. This means that a 
balance will need to be achieved with other objectives, such as the natural and historic 
environment and infrastructure provision. 

 
1.5 As set out in Appendix B, the Council could choose to distribute growth in a number of 

ways. The Core Strategy placed emphasis on Thetford and Attleborough delivering a 
significant proportion of Growth with moderate growth identified in a number of other market 
towns and service centres. No growth was directed to lower order settlements. The Core 
Strategy previously considered growth options reflecting opportunities and taking on board 
constraints such as: 

 

• Delivering sustainable development 

• Sites of habitat and landscape importance   

• Growth emphasis on Thetford and Attleborough 

• Need to sustain housing delivery 

• The existing settlement size and access to services 
  
1.6 There remains a continued emphasis of growth in Thetford and Attleborough, with the 

resolution to grant permission subject to S106 agreement for the Thetford SUE. The Local 
Plan will go on to allocate sites and identify broad locations of growth to promote 
development. Going forward  the Local Plan must first consider the spatial distribution using 
the evidence base to meet the “full objectively assessed needs of market and affordable 
housing”. The following four options have been put forward for consultation: 

 

• Focused development 

• Dispersed / scattered development 

• Balanced development 

• Significant expansion of an existing settlement and or the creation of a new 
settlement. 

 
1.7 A key issue for consideration at this stage is to explore the principle of whether there should 

be more development dispersed throughout the district and at what levels.  
 
1.8 The first option is for a focussed development paten, concentrating primarily on Thetford 

and Attleborough and to a lesser extent Dereham, Swaffham and Watton. This is similar to 
the existing strategy with limited provision in other areas. The distribution is influenced by 
the existing commitments in Thetford and potential land constraints in this part of the 
district. 

 
1.9 A second option is for a more dispersed / scattered development, which would allow growth 

within all the service centres and some rural settlements in conjunction with development 
within the market towns. Some of these settlements will have a small number of services 
and facilities available. In terms of affordable housing provision, the current strategy is to 
seek to meet rural need through rural exception sites, however a more dispersed approach 
could help to target new affordable housing in smaller communities and assist in sustaining 



services by allowing some allocated development1. The risks however include greater 
reliance on car journeys and the potential for eroding the quality of the environment in high 
value areas. 

 
1.10 The third option is for a more balanced development. This would allow for the main focus of 

additional growth outside Thetford and Attleborough being placed on the three market 
towns and proportionate growth in local service centres. The advantages of this approach 
are that it helps to encourage urban growth whilst sustaining facilities and services in the 
rural centres. The approach helps to allow for a reasonable choice of housing to meet local 
needs at the same time as balancing environmental impacts with community needs.  

 
1.11 The fourth option considers a different emphases for development across the district 

altogether and proposes the principle of a new settlement or upgrading an existing 
settlement in combination with other options for positive growth above. This would allow for 
focussed infrastructure delivery, however the delivery would be a complex and long term 
option. This option may result in  to unmet need in other settlements in the district.  

 
1.12 The 2014 Strategic Housing Land Availability Assessment identifies land with the potential 

for future housing delivery. Members will be aware that the study finds that there is a 
significant capacity of deliverable and developable sites in the market towns and local 
service centres as a whole with considerable land availability in the Attleborough area.  
However on closer inspection available land in some existing LSC’s is very limited. The 
Local Plan will include a call for sites to allow land owners to put forward sites for 
consideration as it moves forward.  

 
Approach to Service Centres, Rural Settlements and the Countryside (Appendix C)  

 
1.13 The existing Core Strategy approach is based on a methodology drafted through SS9 of the 

now revoked Regional Spatial Strategy which sought to identify service centres that had a 
primary school and easy access to a secondary school, primary health care facilities and a 
range of retail and service provision capable of meeting day to day needs as well as 
employment opportunities and public transport. This approach required a village to have a 
population of over 1000. This resulted in the identification of 14 Local service centre 
villages. The adoption of the NPPF highlights the need to support economic growth in rural 
areas by taking a positive approach to sustainable new development through promoting the 
retention and development of local services and community facilities. It also reinforces the 
need for promoting housing in locations where it would enhance or maintain the vitality of 
rural communities. In a predominantly rural district like Breckland it is important to address 
issues such as access to services and significant local housing need that would promote 
sustainable development in rural areas. 

 
1.14 The Local Plan allows us to reconsider what defines a service centre. There is no specific 

guidance on how to define LSC’s in the NPPF and therefore the issue remains open for us 
to consider whether we consider a more flexible approach to determining the sustainability 
of each settlement or apply a more rigid approach as taken through the adopted Core 
Strategy. The issues and options document puts forward   three  approaches for 
consideration and asks if we should consider any other reasonable alternatives: 

 

• Retain the existing approach based on settlements with five services and facilities andt 
with a population threshold of 1,000  

• Retain the existing approach but remove the population threshold  

• Define local service centres based around schooling and health provision 
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1.15 Retaining the original approach is likely to see only limited change to the 14 existing LSC’s 
and no account will be taken of smaller villages where housing growth could help to sustain 
services and communities. 

 
1.16 Removing the threshold acknowledges that other communities in the district play a role and 

would allow them to receive targeted growth through the plan led system. 
 
1.17 Defining LSC’s based around access to health and schooling recognises that Breckland is 

a net exporter of labour with the majority of residents travelling to work outside the 
settlement they live. This option allows us to consider individual services and potentially 
links into the development of a very different option, that of functional areas. 

 
1.18 The NPPF states (Paragraph 55), “to promote sustainable development in rural areas, 

housing should be located where it will enhance or maintain the vitality of rural communities 
for example, where there are groups of smaller settlements, development in one village 
may support services in a village nearby…”The local plan could consider groups of villages 
and the way in which their functions support each other. This could include the grouping of 
smaller settlements to act as local service centres. This option would allow for a greater 
proportion of growth to be directed towards those existing villages that are in close 
proximity to each other and function together, should it not prove possible to allow for a 
greater proportion of growth to be directed at the main settlements. This option does have 
the advantage of supporting local distinctiveness however there is potential for greater 
impacts on the open countryside and settlements would have to be in reasonable distance 
to one another. 

 
1.19 Within rural settlements the Core Strategy planned for nominal housing and employment 

growth where they were deemed to have capacity. Settlement boundaries define areas 
were development is acceptable, concentrating development in areas that have been 
assessed as sustainable locations and limit expansion of settlements through incremental 
development. However they can be an inflexible tool and restrict natural growth. These 
settlements all contain settlement boundaries and a limited level of service provision. The 
Local Plan has the potential to review this approach and asks questions about the role of 
settlement boundaries and whether the district wishes to retain them for rural settlements. 

 
1.20 Without development boundaries criteria based polices would have to be developed to 

define the type and appropriateness of development so that a judgement can be made on 
the acceptable level of impact, and the contribution to sustainable development. 

 
 
1.21 The NPPF is clear that isolated homes in the countryside should be avoided. The current 

approach to the Countryside for any new residential development comprises replacement 
dwellings, conversion of redundant buildings, exception sites for affordable housing and 
dwellings required in association with rural enterprises. Members have previously 
requested that the Local Plan review the potential for greater recognition of the agricultural 
sector in the rural economy and additional text has been added in earlier sections to 
reinforce this. Within section 8 there is an opportunity to define what is meant by a rural 
worker. As previously mentioned the NPPF stipulates that new isolated homes in the 
countryside should be avoided unless there are special circumstances. One of those 
special circumstances revolves around the essential need for a rural worker to live 
permanently at or near their place of work in the countryside. It does not however define 
rural workers. Traditionally this has been taken to mean those associated with agriculture 
forestry and fishing. In considering whether the countryside should play a more important 
role in terms of accommodating growth the Local Plan could seek a more local and 
potentially flexible definition of rural workers and it is proposed that this is explored through 
the Issues and options. 



 
Protection of Habitats and Species  

 
1.24 National legislation and the NPPF place a duty on Local Authorities to consider biodiversity 

through their Local Plans.  Breckland has a range of important sites and habitats for 
biodiversity, recognised through designations, from international to local importance, and 
through local Biodiversity Actions Plans (BAP’s).  Some of these are also of geological 
importance. The Local Plan needs to provide appropriate protection, having regard to the 
importance of these sites, and seek opportunities for biodiversity enhancement and the 
creation of new habitat through development.   

 
1.25 Breckland contains the Brecks (along with other authorities namely Borough Council of 

King’s Lynn and West Norfolk, St. Edmundsbury Borough Council and Forest Heath District 
Council) and was designated a Special Protection Area (SPA) under the European 
Directive on the Conservation of Wild Birds.  The Brecks is home to ground nesting birds 
such as Stone Curlew, Woodlark and Nightjar and are afforded protection through policy 
CP10 ‘Natural Environment’ of the adopted Core Strategy. The adopted policy mitigation 
requires that new development will only be permitted within 1,500 m of the SPA which is 
capable of supporting stone curlew if it can be demonstrated through a appropriate 
assessment (under the Habitat Regulations), that there will be no adverse effect on its 
qualifying features. 

 
1.26 Members will be aware that in the Council commissioned Footprint Ecology to undertake 

additional research on the effects of development of stone curlew to build upon research 
undertaken in 2008 which supported the Council’s Core Strategy. The 2013 study confirms 
the following: 

 

• The 1500 m stone curlew buffer zone as per CP10 of the adopted Core Strategy 
remains a valid policy response. 

• There was an increase in the number of nests recorded outside of the SPA  As a result, 
the Local Plan may need to revise the ‘blue constraint zone’ on the Local Plan Policies 
map.  

• The planting of woodland/screening as a mitigation measure is unlikely to be effective. 

• Larger settlement tends to be associated with a greater reduction in nest density on 
arable land. 

• Evidence to suggest whilst the stone curlew population has increased there is 
continued avoidance of nesting close to built up areas. 

 
1.27 One of the key aims of the research was to differentiate the effects of nest density due to 

different building classes.  The research indicates that there was no evidence of a negative 
impact of agricultural or commercial buildings. As such, the research suggests an element 
of flexibility for non residential development although caution should be applied due to the 
sample size and number of buildings identified. 

 
1.28 The Issues and Options acknowledge the legislative requirements surrounding the 

protection of habitats and species within the district which will follow through to the Local 
Plan.  However, the document explores a more flexible approach to non residential 
development within the SPA in order to support rural enterprise.   

 
 

Protection of Non Statutory Sites 
 

1.29 Many sites of nature conservation and heritage assets within the district have international 
and national statutory protection.  Others have no statutory protection, but are considered 



of significant local importance that should be given proper weight when considering 
proposals that affect their natural or historic interest.  The NPPF says that heritage assets 
should be conserved in a manner appropriate to their significance, so that they can be 
enjoyed for their contribution to the quality of life of this and future generations.  
Furthermore, local policy should make distinctions between the hierarchy of international, 
national and locally designated sites so that protection can be commensurate with their 
status. 

1.30 Understanding the quality and contribution of Breckland’s non statutory assets will enable 
informed decisions to be made to development proposals that effect the natural and historic 
qualities of the district.  It is the intention that the Issues and Options document seek views 
on non designated nature conservation sites and heritage assets within the district which 
require protection through local policy.   

 
Open Space  

 
1.31 The provision of robust and up-to-date assessments of the need for open space, sports and 

recreation facilities and opportunities for new provision is a key objective to promote healthy 
communities within national policy.  In line with the NPPF, the Council is undertaking a new 
Open Space Assessment which will identify specific needs, including quantitative or 
qualitative deficits or surpluses of open space, sports and recreational facilities in the local 
area.  Information gained from the area should be used to determine what open space, 
sports and recreation provision is required whilst recommending a policy approach for the 
Local Plan for the protection and provision of open space.  

 
1.32 To support the new Open Space Assessment it is important that the views of the local 

community are sought, particularly regarding the appropriate protection and provision of 
open space, sport and recreation facilities within their parish or district as a whole.   The 
Issues and Options document proposes to seek community views on current provision and 
future need and demand of open space within Breckland.  Additionally, any sites that the 
Council should consider as Local Green Designation, a new open space designation as 
introduced by the NPPF.  

 
2.0 OPTIONS 
 
2.1 As the recommendation is to note the content of the report, no options are presented here. 

 
3.0 REASONS FOR RECOMMENDATION(S) 
 
3.1 The issues and options document is an ongoing piece of work, with the first full consultation 

expected to occur late October – November subject to agreement from Cabinet. It is the 
intention that the discussion at the Local Plan Working Group on this second section will 
feed into the document. 

 
4.0 EXPECTED BENEFITS 
 
4.1 The NPPF requires Local Authorities to prepare Local Plans. The issues and options 

consultation will be the first stage in the preparation of the new Local Plan. 
 
5.0 IMPLICATIONS 
 
5.1 Carbon Footprint / Environmental Issues 
 
5.1.1 It is the opinion of the Report Author that there are no implications. 
 



5.2 Constitution & Legal 
 
5.2.1 There are no direct legal risks resulting from the contents of this report; however, Local 

Planning documents need to be prepared in accordance with relevant Local Planning 
Regulations and Acts of Parliament, having regard to relevant considerations and case-law. 

 
5.3 Contracts 
 
5.3.1 It is the opinion of the Report Author that there are no implications. 
 
5.4 Corporate Priorities 
 
5.4.1 This Local Plan aligns with the following corporate priorities: 

• To have pride in Breckland 
• To develop stronger communities 
• To support our local economy 

 
5.5 Crime and Disorder  
 
5.5.1 It is the opinion of the Report Author that there are no implications. 
 
5.6 Equality and Diversity / Human Rights 
 
5.6.1 It is the opinion of the Report Author that there are no implications. 
 
5.7 Financial  
 
5.7.1 It is the opinion of the Report Author that there are no implications. 
 
5.8 Health & Wellbeing  
 
5.8.1 It is the opinion of the Report Author that there are no implications. 
 
5.9 Risk Management  
 
5.9.1 There are a number of potential risks to the delivery of the issues and options document for 

the Local Plan. The key risks are delays in the delivery of the evidence base, particularly 
the joint Strategic Housing Market Assessment (SHMA) and the Retail and Town Centre 
Study. Though at the time of writing these projects were running to schedule and there was 
no indication of further delay to the SHMA. 

 
5.9.2 There are potential risks to changes in national policy and revisions to National Planning 

Policy Guidance.  
 
5.10 Staffing  
 
5.10.1 It is the opinion of the Report Author that there are no implications. 
 
5.11 Stakeholders / Consultation / Timescales 
 
5.11.1 The first consultation on the issues and options Local Plan will occur in October and 

November 2014, subject to agreement from the Council’s Cabinet. 
 
6.0 WARDS/COMMUNITIES AFFECTED 
 



6.1 All wards in Breckland will be affected by the Local Plan 
 
 
7.0 ACRONYMS  
 
7.1 NPPF: National Planning Policy Framework 
7.2 SPA: Special Protection Area 
7.3 BAP: Biodiversity Action Plan 
7.4 LSC: Local Service Centre 
7.5 NPPF National Planning Policy Framework  
7.6 PPG: Planning Policy Guidance  
 

Background papers: 

 

Lead Contact Officer 
Name and Post: Iain Withington, Planning Policy Team Leader Planning Officer, (Capita) 
Telephone Number: 01362 656205 
Email: Iain.Withington@capita.co.uk 
 
Director / Officer who will be attending the Meeting  
Feng Li, Senior Planning Policy Officer (Capita) 
Sarah Robertson, Planning Policy Officer (Capita) 
Jamie Smith Planning Policy Officer (Capita) 
 
Key Decision: Yes 
 
Exempt Decision: No 
 
Appendices attached to this report:  
Appendix A: Updated draft sections from LPWG 040814 
Appendix B: Draft Spatial Strategy  
Appendix C: Draft Service Centres – Strategy for the Countryside 
Appendix D: Draft Natural Environment 
 


