
7 Natural and Historic Environment
7.1 The NPPF encourages the planning system to contribute to, and enhance the local environment by protecting
and enhancing valued landscapes and geological conservation interests. It states that plan makers should recognise
the ‘intrinsic character and beauty of the countryside’.

7.2 Breckland is a diverse district for biodiversity, geodiversity and landscape qualities. The district is characterised
by mixed landscape characters of ‘settled’ and ‘plateau’ farmland to the north. The landscape changes to the west
and south of the district, where the Brecks contains extensive areas of heathland within a forest and arable context.
A significant proportion of the Brecks is designated as a European protected site, forming the largest terrestrial
protected area in Norfolk. The heathland serves as an important habitat designated for its suitability to support
Internationally important bird species, particularly stone curlew, woodlark and nightjar.

7.3 Breckland contains a wealth of other protected areas such as Redgrave and South Lopham Fen which is
one of only four sites within Norfolk designated under the Ramsar Convention of Wetlands of International
Importance. Breckland is also home to four sites of International importance for biodiversity known as Special
Area of Conservation (SAC) which are the most important sites for wildlife in the country. These are the Norfolk
Valley Fens, River Wensum and Waveney and Little Ouse Valley Fens. Within Breckland, there are three Local
Nature Reserves (lLNR), at Litcham Common (area of varied heathland), Great Eastern Pingo Trail situated
between Stow Bedon and Hockham (a mix of wetlands, woodlands and grasslands) and grass heathland at
Barnham Cross Common in Thetford. The latter is also designated as a Site of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI),
SAC and located within the Breckland Special protection Area (SPA).

7.4 Parts of the district are characterised by river valleys including the Wensum, Norfolk Valley Fens, Waveney
and the Little Ouse Valley Fens which have extensive areas of wetland habitats, comprised mainly of grazing
marsh with areas of fen and reedbed. Many of these rivers are recognised as chalk streams where some of these
habitats are European protected sites and identified as a SAC. Furthermore, the district contains arable landscape
features, comprising of distinctive Scots Pine shelterbelts, hedgerows, copses and field margins. These features
are key components of the ecological network at a local scale, and collectively they amount to a significant
biodiversity resource.

7.5 The Brecks is a significant tourist attraction due to its multiple uses for recreation and wildlife conservation.
Thetford forest forms the largest area of lowland woodland in England and is considered of high recreation value.
Thetford forest has the capacity to increase its contribution as a regional, national and local recreation resource,
which as a result, may reduce the levels of tranquillity and is at risk of causing disturbance and damage to the
important habitats.

7.6 The natural environment is constantly evolving through natural and man-made interventions and it is important
that such change is managed in a way that maintains and enhances biodiversity and the landscape’s unique and
special qualities.

Issue 8

Protection of habitats and species

7.7 Covering 39,141 ha of heathland, forest and arable farmland, the Brecks is of International and European
value to birdlife. The Brecks habitat is important for a range of characteristic ground nesting birds such as stone
curlew, woodlark and nightjar. The site was designated as a SPA under the European Council’s Directive on the
Conservation of Wild Birds. The East of England supports 65% of the UK’s breeding pairs of stone curlew where
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most breeding in located within the Brecks. The rich biodiversity of the Brecks is also recognised by many other
statutory conservation designations which include four SAC, numerous SSSI and National Nature Reserves (NNR),
where the latter (NNRs and SSSIs) which make up 40% of the total area.

7.8 Evidence to support the adoption of the Core Strategy in 2009 resulted in research which examined the
effects of housing and roads on the distribution of stone curlew in the Brecks. The research was required to inform
the Habitats Regulations Assessment (HRA) of the Core Strategy, which subject to the imposition of suitable policy
mitigation, enabled the Core Strategy to be progressed through to adoption.

7.9 The adopted policy mitigation required that new development it will only be permitted within 1,500m of the
SPA that are suitable for stone curlew if can be demonstrated through an appropriate assessment, under the
Habitat Regulations, that there will be no adverse impact on the qualifying features. In applying this policy, the
Council defined a buffer zone (orange hatch) on Map 7.1 '1500m Buffers around Special Protection Areas with
Stone Curlews'' that extends 1,500m from the edge of those parts of the SPA that are capable of supporting stone
curlew. Beyond the SPA boundary, there are areas where there are concentrations of stone curlew (5 or more
nests recorded) and these areas have been identified (blue hatch) on Map 7.1 '1500m Buffers around Special
Protection Areas with Stone Curlews'. In the blue hatched area, development may be acceptable providing
alternative land outside the SPA can be secured to mitigate the potential affects.

7.10 Further research was undertaken in 2013 confirms that the 1,500m stone curlew buffer zone (as per the
adopted Core Strategy) remains a valid policy response. Furthermore, this research found 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 future Local Plan Policies map. The 2013 research also suggests that the planting of woodland/screening
as a mitigation measure is unlikely to be effective and that the effect of nest density is strongest as a result of the
amount of buildings rather than type.

7.11 One of the key aims of the research was to differentiate the effects of nest density due to different building
classes. Due to the sample size and number of buildings identified there need to be an element of caution applied
to the results, however, the research indicants that there was no evidence of a negative impact of agricultural or
commercial buildings. As such, the analysis suggests an element of flexibility could be applied for non residential
development in the SPA buffer zones.
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Map 7.1 1500mBuffers around Special Protection Areaswith Stone
Curlews

Question 26

The Council will need to ensure the strategy in the Local Plan avoids harm to European sites but evidence
could indicate a more flexible approach to non residential development. How might the council respond to
this challenge?
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Issue 9

Protection on of non statutory sites

7.12 Non statutory heritage assets and areas for nature conservation play an essential role in reinforcing a sense
of local character and distinctiveness in the historic environment and complement national and international
designated sites. Within Breckland, there are over 400 County wildlife Sites (CWS) considered to be of value for
wildlife in a county context. Breckland also contains one County Geodiversity Site (CGS) at Newton by Castle
Acre Chalk Pit which is designated for its geodiversity value. The district also contains a number of ancient
woodlands and individual veteran trees. These areas support both locally and nationally threatened wildlife, and
many sites will contain habitats and species that are priorities under the County or UK Biodiversity Action Plans
(BAP). Additionally, whilst many heritage assets within Breckland have statutory protection, there are a number
of other heritage assets which play an essential role in reinforcing a sense of local character and distinctiveness
in the historic environment.

7.13 Breckland includes extensive parts of the nationally and regionally significant Brecks heaths and woodland
in the south and west of the District, whose importance has been reinforced by the Brecks Landscape Character
Assessment (LCA, 2013). The LCA identified eight distinct, and sensitive valued character areas within the Brecks
with the core landscape types being the Brecks Arable Heathland Mosaic, the Brecks Plantation and the River
Valleys. These areas range from conserving the natural, wild character of the heathland landscape of the Brecks
Arable Heathland Mosaic to understanding that the river valley is vulnerable to change. The report reaffirms the
approach adopted within the Council’s existing Policy on landscape (namely CP11), but also builds upon the
existing District-wide LCA (2007). The study also provides guidance for managing change in the district and will
also have relevance to development management decisions in the area.

7.14 Elsewhere, the District is generally characterised by river valleys with their associated tributary farmland
ranging form the Lophams in the south-east up to Colkirk in the north-west of the district. The landscape provides
a 'sense of place' for Breckland which is rich in natural and man made features such as heaths, woodlands, rivers,
streams and other topographical features. These landscape assets are also considered to make an important
contribution to biodiversity in the district and act as green infrastructure corridors. Evidence to support the Local
Plan suggests that high protection should be given to the Brecks landscape, River Valleys and Chalk Rivers due
to their landscape qualities.

7.15 Development that takes place outside settlements or in the wider landscape can introduce urban elements
into a predominantly rural landscape, risking the loss of local landscape features such as trees, field ponds and
hedgerow patterns. Additionally, development can threaten the function of the landscape, undiscovered or
undesignated heritage assets and can be a threat to biodiversity. Overall, such development is likely to change
the character of the landscape. In a local context, Breckland has seen an increasing number of planning applications
for commercial scale new renewable energy schemes in recent years. These particular relate to photovoltaic solar
farms and wind turbines.

7.16 The NPPF states that Local Plans should provide a positive strategy where policies should :

Make distinctions between the hierarchy of international, national and locally designated sites so that protection
is commensurate with their status.

Conserve heritage assets in a manner appropriate to their significance.

Maximise and support renewable and low carbon energy.
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7.17 Understanding the quality of and contribution of Breckland's non statutory assets will enable informed
decisions to be made to development proposals effecting natural and historic qualities and guide planning and
management of the district.

Question 27

Are there any non designated sites which require protection through local policy?

Open Space

7.18 Open space, sport and recreation facilities can include (for example) common land, parks and gardens,
sports pitches, children’s play areas, allotments, town squares and village greens. These natural green open
spaces are important to our quality of life. They provide a wide range of benefits for people and the environment.
Access to open space for fresh air and exercise has benefits for both physical and mental health. This can have
a direct health benefits in terms of reductions in levels of heart disease, obesity and depression where people live
close to open space. Also this benefit can be for more than those who live close to open space, or, people may
be willing to travel to access open space, particularly a good facility. Overall, the lack of quantity and quality of
open space can have negative impacts and people and their environment. In addition to the ecological value of
open space, it also contributes to the adaption of climate through their role in reducing the risk of flooding and by
cooling the local environment. Where trees are present they also act as filters for air pollution. Nature nearby is
good for people, good for wildlife and good for the environment.

7.19 Breckland published an Open Space Assessment in 2007 which was used to support Policy DC11 ‘Open
Space’ within the adopted Core Strategy and Development and Control Policies (2009). The approach to Policy
DC11 was to protect existing facilities and requiring development of new facilities through planning. The Open
Space Assessment was updated in 2010 to support Core Strategy Policy , however following the publication of
the National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) on 27th March 2012 there have been changes to National planning
policy. Furthermore, the planning of open space is an iterative process as it will need to take in to account population
projections, new open space provided as part of development and any changes in national benchmarking standards.

7.20 In order to support the Breckland Local Plan, the Council are commencing a new Open Space Assessment
that will take account of national and local changes and will evaluate the quantity, quality and accessibility of open
space and recreational land provision in the district. The assessment will recommend standards and effective
mechanisms in order for appropriate provision to be secured to meet future needs.

7.21 Under the promoting healthy communities theme of the NPPF, it is set out that planning policies should be
based on robust and up-to-date assessments of the needs for open space, sports and recreation facilities
and opportunities for new provision ….The assessments should identify specific needs and quantitative or
qualitative deficits or surpluses of open space, sports and recreational facilities in the local area. Information
gained form the area should be used to determine what open, space, sports and recreation provision is required’.

7.22 The NPPF also states that open space, sports and recreational buildings and land, including playing fields,
should not be built on unless:

An assessment has been undertaken which has clearly shown the open Space, buildings or land to be surplus
to requirements; or
Replacement by equivalent or better provision in terms of quality and quantity in a suitable location; or
The need for and benefits of the development clearly outweigh the loss.
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7.23 Overall, the NPPF recognises the role that access to high quality open space and opportunities for sport
and recreation plays in the health and wellbeing of communities. It sets out the need for planning policies to protect
open spaces to be based on robust and up to date assessments of the needs for open spaces, sports and recreation
facilities.

7.24 To support a 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. Consultation with Parish Council's has already commenced and we are seeking
community views on current provision and future need and demand of open space within Breckland.

Question 28

What are your views on the current provision and future need and demand of open space within the parish
in which you live? Do these facilities best address the open space needs of the parish? Please provide
additional details including any site(s) identified on a map.

7.25 The NPPF has introduced a new designation of Local Green Space to identify and protect areas of green
areas of particular importance to a local community. An issue for the Open Space Assessment and Local Plan is
to identify Local Green Space and the Issues and Option consultation is an opportunity for local communities to
suggest where such spaces should be identified that meet the tests in the NPPF which state that the designation
should be:

Where the green space is reasonable close proximity to the community where it serves;
Where the green area is demonstrably special to a local community and holds a particular local significance,
for example because of its beauty, historic significance, recreational value (including as a playing field),
tranquillity of its richness of its wildlife; and
Where the green area concerned is local character and is not an extensive tract of land.

Question 29

Are there any sites that you would like the Council to consider as Local Green Designation? If so, please
provide details including any site(s) identified on a map.
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