
A Spatial Portrait for Breckland   
 
Spanning over 500 square miles Breckland is a geographically large rural district 
located in the heart of Norfolk. The district is characterised by a dispersed settlement 
pattern of market towns, villages and hamlets. There are five market towns, 21 local 
service centres, and numerous small villages and hamlets. Approximately half the 
current population live in one of the five market towns of Attleborough, Dereham, 
Swaffham, Thetford and Watton with the remaining population dispersed across the 
district. The area is represented through 112 town and parish councils, and the District 
Council.  
 
The population is set to grow from the current 138,233 to 153,313 by 2036 (ONS 
Sub-national population projections 2012-2037). Generally, quality of life is good 
with official crime rates being low and generally decreasing. However there are 
pockets of health and disability related deprivation, notably in some of the Thetford 
wards. Additionally, the average age of Breckland residents is increasing and this 
raises issues for health and the level and distribution of appropriate service provision, 
as well as the economy and housing market.  
 
Thetford, which is Norfolk’s fourth largest settlement, along with Attleborough are 
major towns and key areas for growth. Dereham, Swaffham and Watton are medium 
sized towns, which serve as administration and service centres, but are also a focus for 
retail where they provide a good range of services for day-to-day needs of local 
residents and the rural hinterlands as well as employment. There are a number of 
larger villages in the district which have a range of services, however there are a 
number of rural parishes with very few or no services, including some wards which 
are amongst the most deprived in Norfolk in terms of access to services.  
 
The regional centre of Norwich exerts a sphere of influence over much of the district. 
To a lesser extent the sub-regional centres of King’s Lynn and Bury St. Edmunds 
have a relationship with parts of the west and south of the district respectively. 
Communities in Breckland look primarily to Norwich urban area for employment, 
higher order retail, transport and service provision, such as hospitals. Increasingly, the 
south of the district along with settlements on the A11 corridor, which traverses the 
district connecting Thetford to Attleborough and onwards to Norwich, looks to 
growth and investment emanating from the growth of Norwich and surrounding 
districts as well as from other regional centres, such as Cambridge, Stansted and the 
M11 Corridor. Thetford and Attleborough are keys areas for future housing and 
business growth. Agriculture, advanced engineering and manufacturing logistics 
along with forestry are the dominant business sectors with professional, scientific & 
technical and food processing not far behind. The proportion of B Class jobs (i.e 
offices, industrial and warehousing activities) in the district has remained relatively 
constant over the last 22 years, representing 39% - 46% of all jobs in Breckland. 
Industrial employment remains the majority of B class jobs in the district, although 
office jobs represent an increasing contribution. (Breckland Employment Growth 
Study, 2013) 
 
Given the rural nature and dispersed pattern of settlement, movement in the district is 
primarily by private car. Two trunk road routes run across the district and Breckland’s 
strategic position is emphasised by good road communications offered by the A47 and 



A11. The A47 links Dereham and Swaffham with Norwich in the east and King’s 
Lynn in the west and further afield to Peterborough and the motorway network of the 
A1, while the A11 links Attleborough and Thetford with Norwich and the Norwich 
Research Park to the north east and Newmarket, Cambridge and the M11 in the south-
west. Major infrastructure improvements and improved transport links such as the 
completion of the A11 duelling are already attracting new businesses as well as 
enabling existing ones to flourish through increased connectivity. Further 
improvements are planned for the A47 trunk road. Around Norwich outside the 
district major investment programmes are planned such as the Northern Distributor 
Road (NDR), which is set to improve linkages to Norwich international airport, offer 
a quicker and more convenient route for a range of shorter journeys and increase 
access to  existing and planned business and housing areas.  
 
The remaining parts of Breckland are served by a network of non-trunk ”A” category 
roads, secondary and minor roads. Thetford and Attleborough are connected to the 
national rail network with regular services to Norwich and Cambridge, and beyond to 
London, the Midlands and north of England. Rail investment is a regional 
commitment. Public transport services in the district are principally provided by bus 
and focus on linking the district’s market towns with shopping and employment 
destinations at Norwich, King’s Lynn and Bury St. Edmunds. There are more 
infrequent services in the rural areas linking villages with their local town, principally 
on market days. 
 
Wages are relatively low in comparison with the national and regional averages. This 
reflects a low level of qualifications of people in the district and the low level of skills 
required by many of the available jobs. Although there is a high number of people 
living and working in the district, many higher qualified workers are travelling out of 
the district to access higher paid and higher skilled work. 79% of the working age 
population in employment, compared to 76% across the East of England and 72% 
average for Great Britain. Unemployment in the district is very low and has been 
consistently below both the national and county figures. Breckland recorded 50,980 
workforce jobs in 2013 (Breckland Employment Growth Study, November 2013), 
representing an increase of 22.8% from its 1991 level, significantly outpacing growth 
across both the East of England Region(18.7%) and UK (13.9%). Over the period 
1991-2011 jobs growth has been very high at 21.8% compared with a Norfolk average 
of 8.7%. During the recessionary period of 2007 – 2010, Breckland recorded a net 
loss of 2,470 workplace jobs, but since then employment has grown. Jobs growth is 
projected to continue to recover and grow during the plan period, with at least 4,000 
net new jobs forecast for the district up to 2031, (East of England Forecasting Model 
(EEFM) 2013 baseline forecast). 
 
The functional linkages between where people live and work help to define the 
housing market for Breckland which cuts across various local planning authority 
administrative boundaries. The 2015 Strategic Housing Market Assessments, (SHMA, 
2015), identified a three stage Central Norfolk Housing Market Area, (CNHMA),   
concluding that the CNHMA includes significant parts of Breckland, including four 
out of the five market towns. 91% of workers that live in the CNHMA also worked in 
the CNHMA and that 93% of movers currently living in the CNHMA moved from 
another address inside the CNHMA.  
 



Typically, local housing market areas are considered to exist in an area with at least 
65% self containment. Many of the settlements in the surrounding areas to Norwich 
and especially those to the west and south west of the district have low levels of self-
containment and are not able to define their own housing market. These settlements 
have wider links throughout the region and are therefore part of the wider CNHMA. 
The extent of the CNHMA demonstrates that it is the most appropriate functional 
housing market for the district to align to.  
 
Breckland is a diverse district for biodiversity, landscape and heritage. It takes its 
name from The Brecks, which is a nationally unique landscape and habitat of sandy 
heath, forest and arable farmland found in the west and south of the district. This 
habitat contains a number of nationally important bird species such as Stone Curlew, 
Woodlark and Nightjar and large swathes of the Brecks are protected by National, and 
European designations. Breckland contains 13% of all SSSIs found in the East of 
England. Elsewhere the character of Breckland is clay farmland, punctuated with 
woodland, occasional river valleys and dispersed settlement. The historic character of 
Breckland's settlements is recognised by 50 separate Conservation Areas and over 
1,500 Listed Buildings. 

Breckland also has an interesting geodiversity, it is an area of lowland glacial 
landscape overlying chalk bedrock. Its special landforms include pingos, patterned 
ground and fluctuating meres. Many of these features are recognised as being of 
regional and national importance. 

The district is one of the driest areas of the country and availability of water resources 
is an issue with the increasing pressure for development. Climate change remains a 
significant challenge. We can expect warmer wetter winters and drier hotter summers; 
reduced water resources and more extreme weather events. 

Breckland’s location means that it is not vulnerable to sea level changes. However, 
many parts of the district have a high clay content and consequently inadequate 
drainage, which can lead to problems of flash flooding. 

The release of greenhouse gases, particularly carbon dioxide, is the main contributing 
factor and human activity is a direct cause. Road traffic is a significant source of 
carbon dioxide, and with the a high level of commuting by car and interdependency 
on higher order centres, Breckland, like many other rural authorities has a high rate of 
commuting to work. 

 


