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Horsham District Council Landscape Character Assessment
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS OF STUDY
1.
Introduction

1.1
The need to conserve and enhance the landscape and townscape character of the District has long been recognised, and this has been reflected by policies in the 1997 Local Plan. The need to protect the characteristics of Horsham District has also been highlighted by residents and groups as part of consultations held by this Council. 
1.2
Although policies exist which identify the need to protect landscapes there was no guidance on which features make any area particularly distinctive. It was therefore considered that further work was necessary to help understand the varied character of the District and therefore help inform policies for the Local Development Framework.  Chris Blandford Associates was commissioned to undertake this work in January 2003. 

2.
Aims and Methodology

2.1
The landscape character assessment comprised two main elements. The main aims of the first part of the study were:

· to identify and describe the different landscape character areas within Horsham District. (Each landscape area has a unique combination of factors such as remoteness, tranquillity, geology, history and vegetation type which give it a unique character).  

· to assess the existing condition each character area (i.e. whether it is good or declining). 

· to identify key issues which could have an impact on the condition of the character area in future years. 

· to assess the sensitivity of each character area in terms of its ability to accommodate change. 

· to set out planning and land management guidance to help maintain and enhance the character of each area, whilst still enabling change to take place.

2.2
The second part of the study, examined the character of the landscapes around larger settlements in more detail.  The settlements studied were Horsham & Broadbridge Heath, Southwater, Billingshurst, Pulborough, West Chiltington Common, Storrington, Sullington & Heath Common, Steyning, Bramber & Upper Beeding and Henfield. These towns, villages or groups of villages were selected as they have a population of 3500 or more, and are therefore more likely to exert a greater pressure on the surrounding landscape.  

2.3
The key aims from the settlement character work were to:  

· identify the key characteristics of each settlement – e.g. areas of modern and older development, its vernacular and prominent buildings;

· identify the different landscape settings around each settlement, noting the location of key woodlands, views, harsh urban edges etc, and for each setting area assess its sensitivity to development;

· set out planning and landscape guidance to conserve and enhance the character of the settlements and their landscape setting.

3.
Key Findings

3.1
The Landscape Character identified 32 separate landscape character areas across the District. The findings also emphasised that the majority of the District is very rural and undeveloped. The study also found that the settlements are also often well integrated with the rural surroundings, with mature trees and hedges linking them to the countryside.
3.2
Of the 32 character areas identified, 15 were found to be in good condition, but 17 are declining. The areas of decline tend to be nearer to centres of population, for example, occurring around Horsham, Steyning, Bramber and Upper Beeding and Henfield. The study also looked at the sensitivity of each character area to change, and found that 22 were sensitive to change, with the remaining ten being considered to have a moderate sensitivity to change. 

3.3
The study also identified the following issues as having the potential to significantly change the landscape character of the District. 

· visual intrusion from tall structures (eg masts), particular in the South Downs;

· decline of land management resulting in loss of mature trees and hedgerows; 

· increased traffic, particularly on the A24, A29 and A283;

· suburbanisation in rural areas including changes to the road network, close boarded fences, lighting, kerbs, unsympathetic design , double garages etc;

· engineered flood defences;

· large scale development

3.4 
The results of the settlement character work show that each of the settlements studied has its own unique character. One common finding to all settlements was that open space, trees and hedgerows both within and on the outskirts of the settlements provided a key link with the surrounding countryside.  

3.5
The majority of the landscape setting areas around the study settlements were considered to be have a high or moderate sensitivity to development. The few areas that were identified as having a low sensitivity to development were generally areas of the landscape that have already experienced a high level of change through development. 

4.
Policy Interpretation
4.1
The results of the Landscape character assessment illustrated that the District is sensitive to change, but this needs to be balanced against the needs of providing for the needs of the community and the requirements for housing placed upon the District.  This has led to the development of a policy in the Core Strategy to ensure that the character of the District is retained and enhanced.  This report then provides the detail on the characteristics of each area identified and the important features which need to be conserved and enhanced.  
4.2
As landscape and townscape character is a result of a combination of factors the policy includes wording to help protect specific elements which contribute to the landscape character of the district.  This includes the settlement pattern, protected landscapes, habitats and species and biodiversity. This policy therefore provides a basis for further detail and interpretation, such as development control policies, and supplementary planning guidance which will also draw on the landscape character assessment.
5.
Conclusions 

5.1
The Landscape Character Assessment study has helped to inform the Core Strategy and provides a basis to ensure that the landscape of the District is protected and enhanced, whilst at the same time enabling necessary change to occur and thus meet the future  needs of people living and working in the District. 
Further information on the study can be obtained from the Strategic & Community Planning Department on 01403 215398.  The full study is available to view on the Councils website:

www.horsham.gov.uk/strategic_planning

