CHARNWOOD FOREST

LANDSCAPE AND SETTLEMENT CHARACTER ASSESSMENT
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This study was commissioned from TEP environmental consultants by Leicestershire County Council in February 2008 to provide baseline evidence to inform the development of future plans and policies for Charnwood Forest, which is identified in the draft East Midlands Regional Plan as a potential Regional Park. The objectives of the study were :

· to produce a land use typology map of the land cover of Charnwood Forest;

· to review existing landscape character studies covering Charnwood Forest, including examining the appropriateness of the existing landscape character area boundary; 

· to produce a study of settlement character with an analysis of the sensitivity of land around settlement edges and its capacity to accommodate change;

· to provide a critical examination of the existing range of Charnwood Forest boundaries and to recommend a preferred boundary for the Regional Park.

The methodology for the study followed current published guidance with the key stages of the process being desk study, interpolation of desk study data and initial mapping, field study, classification and description, and capacity, sensitivity and quality assessment.

The study reviews the planning policy history and context for Charnwood Forest, which was first nominated for designation as a National Park in 1932. The study also reviews existing landscape character studies carried out at national, county and district levels, as well as within the National Forest, which extends into the western part of Charnwood Forest.

The study considers the physical factors which influence the Charnwood Forest landscape. It briefly discusses the area’s unique geology and the associated nationally important minerals industry, its soils, topography, hydrology, ecology, cultural heritage and landscape history.

The study area was based on the county level Charnwood Forest landscape character area identified in the County Council’s Landscape and Woodland Strategy, published in 2001 but based on desk and field studies carried out in 1995/96. This boundary was reviewed in the light of the county’s more recent Historic Landscape Characterisation work, stakeholder comments made following the Future of Charnwood Forest Conference Update in December 2007, and landscape change identified through the desk study. Nine potential areas for change were subsequently examined in the field, leading to recommendations for a boundary change in six of these areas. The revised Charnwood Forest landscape character area boundary is shown on the attached plan, Figure 016.

A detailed assessment of landscape character within the wider Charnwood Forest landscape character area led to the identification of seven sub-areas. These are Bradgate and Beacon, Ulverscroft, Charley, Swithland, Rothley Brook, Thornton and Markfield, and Bardon. For each of these areas the study describes key characteristics, landscape character, woodland and tree cover, and built form in the landscape. It also discusses ongoing processes likely to effect landscape change, green infrastructure in the area, the ability of the landscape to accommodate change, and recommendations for landscape management. The recommendations for landscape management are drawn from an assessment of the landscape quality of each sub-area, based on the existing condition of the landscape and the strength of the existing landscape character.

Each settlement within and on the fringes of Charnwood Forest was assessed with reference to its key characteristics, its location and context, its built form and settlement pattern, features contributing to its sense of place, and its setting in the landscape. Recommendations are made for the future development of each settlement.

The landscape typology element of the study analyses the Charnwood Forest area under fifteen land-use categories. Figures show the distribution of these categories for the whole of the area and for each of the seven landscape character sub-areas. 


The study considers the background to the Regional Park concept and looks briefly at four best practice examples. Each Regional Park is unique and has been set up with its own specific objectives to provide varying combinations of environmental, social and economic benefits. Regional Parks are non-statutory partnership-led initiatives. They do not provide land with any statutory protection and any proposed developments within them are subject to the usual planning procedures.

The study also considers options for a working boundary for the Charnwood Forest Regional Park. It recommends that although this does not need to be fixed during the early stages of the Park’s development, there are advantages to establishing a fixed boundary. There are many boundaries associated with Charnwood Forest; these include historical, ecological, planning at different levels, landscape character at different scales, and administrative. These boundaries were assessed, together with the feedback received from stakeholder consultation on the Regional Park working boundary. The study recommends that the working boundary for the Regional Park should be the same as the revised county level landscape character area boundary shown on Figure 016.
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