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1. LANDSCAPE CONSIDERATIONS 

1.1 The Breckland District Settlement Fringe Study undertaken for Breckland Council by Land Use Consultants in 

July 2007 provides a detailed analysis of the landscape settings to various settlements across the district including 

Saham Toney. It concludes that the area has high sensitivity to further expansion, where this judgement relates to 

the role of tributary valley and parkland/pasture and woodland setting in defining the separation of Saham Toney 

and Watton and creating a strong rural character to this edge of the village. The study states: "The rural 'gap' 

between Watton and Saham Toney is sensitive to any further encroachment of development". This justifies a 

policy that properly reflects that sensitivity and provides measures to prevent such encroachment and Policy 5 

delivers that. The study also includes a set of landscape guidelines and as part of this recommends the 

conservation of the “sensitive rural gap between Watton and Saham Toney created by the wooded watercourse 

and the parkland landscape of Broom Hall". 

1.2 Saham Toney has a different and distinct character to neighbouring Watton. The gap between the two 
settlements is largely defined by Watton Brook (a tributary of the River Wissey) and the open land in its valley. 
The land adjacent to the parish boundary with Watton is exclusively open and rural on the Saham Toney side, 
whereas much of the land on the Watton side is urban or will be subject to future urbanisation as a result of 
already sanctioned additional housing development. 

1.3 The open nature of the surrounding countryside in which Saham Toney is situated represents a clear visual 

break from Watton along much of the parish boundary, as does the ribbon development in its developed areas 

closest to Watton (i.e. along Richmond Road and Cley Lane). Saham Toney is a rural settlement whereas Watton is 

a market town: the contrast is striking. Saham Toney's sense of self requires the preservation of the undeveloped 

gap to Watton. 

1.4 A survey of estate agents in February 2018 revealed that one of the reasons for the popularity of Saham 

Toney with those seeking to buy or rent properties is the general rural / countryside feel of the village, and that it 

has its own identity separate from its wider surroundings. 

1.5 The photos below show some of the unspoilt countryside on the Saham Toney side of the Parish boundary in 

the area where Policy 5 aims to strictly manage development and also some of the past and present development 

that has seen Watton extend north towards the Parish boundary, thereby eradicating the gap on its side. 

Looking north along Richmond Road from the Parish 
boundary 

Looking south along Richmond Road towards the 
Parish boundary 
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Looking south from Watton Brook towards the Parish 
boundary and Watton development beyond 

Looking south towards past development in Watton 
beyond the Parish boundary 

2017 development on the Watton side of the Parish 
boundary less than 150m from the boundary 

Looking south to the boundary (at the tree line) from 
within Richmond Park golf course 

Looking north along Cley Lane from the Parish 
boundary 

Looking to the west of Cley Lane just to the north of 
the Parish boundary 

2. DEVELOPMENT PRESSURES 

2.1 Along much of its southern extent Saham Toney shares a parish boundary with the neighbouring market town 

of Watton. Land immediately to the north of this boundary has always been open and not subject to 

development. But in recent years there has been increasing pressure from development proposals, as shown on 

Evidence Map E7.2, which considers the area south of Bell Lane and Ovington Road towards Watton. 
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2.2 There has been a clear pattern for planning applications to be made along the two routes between Saham 

Toney and Watton: Richmond Road to the west and Cley Lane to the east. The pressure of those proposals is 

emphasised by the fact that for some sites applications have been submitted twice or even three times and/or 

been subject to planning appeals. See Evidence Map E7.2 below. With increasing demand for housing, as 

evidenced by the latest edition of the Central Norfolk Strategic Housing Market Assessment, there is no reason to 

suppose that such pressure will reduce in future; in fact it would be more logical to expect it to increase. Policy 5 

is justified because it introduces a mechanism to achieve the "avoidance of coalescence" that is readily 

implementable without restricting the level of sustainable development in accordance with that specified in the 

emerging Local Plan, when considering the Neighbourhood Area as a whole. 

2.3 There has been one encroachment of Watton development into the Neighbourhood Area, as shown in Map 

E7.1. The area is a yard for a Watton business. No retrospective action can be taken on this and hence the 

strategic gap proposed excludes this area. But the aerial view given in Evidence Map E7.1 shows the Watton 

business development adjacent to the Parish boundary in this area, and the gap along this section of the 

boundary aims to prevent further encroachment of that development into the Neighbourhood Area. 

Watton developed land 

Parish boundary

Scale 

           500 m 

EVIDENCE MAP E7.1: ENCROACHMENT OF WATTON DEVELOPMENT INTO THE 
NEIGHBOURHOOD AREA 
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Proposed site 

Application Numbers 

Parish boundary

Scale 

           500 m 

EVIDENCE MAP E7.2: DEVELOPMENT PRESSURES ON THE GAP BETWEEN SAHAM TONEY & 
WATTON 

2.4 The coalescence of Saham Toney with Watton would seriously undermine the sustainability of Saham Toney 

as a rural settlement in its own right rather than as a suburb of the much larger market town.
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3. THE GAP IN THE CONTEXT OF THE ENTIRE NEIGHBOURHOOD AREA  

3.1 Whilst this Neighbourhood Plan recognises the priority attached to development, it also seeks to conserve and 

enhance the distinct environmental setting of Saham Toney and retain the rural nature of its surroundings. The 

Neighbourhood Plan supports and allows more than ample opportunities for development in accordance with 

and beyond that defined as sustainable in the emerging Local Plan. Hence the designation of a strategic gap 

should be deemed non-restrictive in the context of it representing only a very small part of the overall 

Neighbourhood Area. Policy 5 is consistent with this Plan's principle of directing a small amount of development 

to the most appropriate and sustainable locations. 

3.2 The strategic gap area represents a very small part of the overall Neighbourhood Area as shown on Evidence 

Map E7.3. It comprises approximately 41 hectares, which represents only around 2.5% of the total land area in 

the Neighbourhood Area. 
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Proposed site 

Application Numbers 

Parish boundary

Scale: 1:25000 

EVIDENCE MAP E7.3: STRATEGIC GAP IN THE CONTEXT OF THE NEIGHBOURHOOD AREA 
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4. EVIDENCE FROM THE EMERGING LOCAL PLAN AND ITS SUPPORTING DOCUMENTS & 

THE NATIONAL PLANNING POLICY FRAMEWORK 

4.1 Breckland Council's document "Statement of Community Involvement" states: "A Neighbourhood Plan can 
decide where and what type of development can happen in the neighbourhood". It indisputably then follows that 
a Neighbourhood Plan may also decide where and what type of development cannot happen in the 
Neighbourhood Area. Policy 5 follows this principle. 

4.2 Policy HOU 04 of the emerging Local Plan (which applies to the Neighbourhood Area) states that development 

will be allowed (subject to being supported by other policies) provided, together with other criteria, it avoids the 

coalescence of settlements. Policy 5 addresses this criteria with specific reference to the Neighbourhood Area and 

its adjoining settlement of Watton and defines a strategic gap that will ensure avoidance of such coalescence. 

4.3 The National Planning Policy Framework neither supports nor opposes strategic gaps. Such gaps in reality fall 
between green belts and local green spaces in terms of the Framework's provisions, both of which are offered 
special protection. Therefore protection of a strategic gap is also justified. 

5. COMMUNITY SUPPORT 

5.1 The rural nature of the parish, its village "feel" set in open agricultural countryside and the maintenance of an 

open gap to Watton is of great importance to parishioners, as evidenced by responses to preliminary 

consultations. Fifty nine (59) specifically requested a gap with Watton be maintained, in addition to which one 

hundred and fourteen (114) expressed their wish "to preserve open spaces" and one hundred and eleven (111) 

sought "to keep Saham Toney as it is". 

6. OTHER CONSIDERATIONS 

6.1 A number of precedents exist in made Neighbourhood Plans for the definition of strategic gaps. In Breckland 
itself the Yaxham Neighbourhood Plan defines such a gap to maintain its separation from neighbouring Dereham. 
Given that Yaxham is a rural settlement with boundary and Dereham is a market town in the local settlement 
hierarchy, the parallels with Saham Toney and Watton are self-evident. 

6.2 Another local parish, Carbrooke, that also shares a border with Watton, has seen development of Watton 
extend over its parish boundary in recent years (see Carbrooke Parish Council's comments to the emerging Local 
Plan, regulation 19 consultation). Policy 5 seeks to prevent the same happening in Saham Toney. 

6.3 Long term flood risk information provided online by the government at https://flood-warning-
information.service.gov.uk/long-term-flood-risk/ classes much of the area adjacent to the parish boundary with 
Watton as medium or high fluvial flood risk, and it floods on a regular basis, and therefore its designation as a 
strategic gap is not preventing development of sustainable land. 





Saham Toney Parish Council 12 March 2018 


