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1. Introduction

1.1. The purpose of the Development Constraints Study is to establish the 
environmental constraints that are likely to impact on how much, and 
where, future growth could be located across West Suffolk district. This 

study provides an overview of constraints across the district and 
complements the more detailed settlement specific constraints analysis 

and mapping. 

1.2. The National Planning Policy Framework 2019 (NPPF, paragraph 11) 

clearly establishes that local plans should meet objectively assessed needs 
unless ‘any adverse impacts […] would significantly and demonstrably 

outweigh the benefits.’ The purpose of this report is to consider 
constraints in relation to this. 

1.3. This report considers the current evidence on development constraints in 
West Suffolk district, including the impacts of the following factors: 

• Conservation and heritage
• Biodiversity and geodiversity

• Flood risk
• Agricultural land

• Land associated with horseracing industry uses
• Ministry of Defence (MOD). 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/810197/NPPF_Feb_2019_revised.pdf
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2. Environmental constraints

2.1.  This section looks at the existing evidence for environment factors and 
designations in terms of the potential to constrain the ability to 
accommodate development within the district.  

2.2. The table in annex 1 details the constraints that have been considered and 
their definition. The constraints have been listed as either ‘significant’ 
where it is considered there would be no opportunity for development 
within the defined area or ‘other’ where constraints may be mitigated. 
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Conservation and heritage 

2.3. There are a number of conservation and heritage sites within the district, 
as illustrated in figure 1. These include: 

• 2,900 listed buildings
• Four historic parks and gardens

• 48 Conservation Areas
• 134 Scheduled Ancient Monuments.

2.4. At a district-wide scale, although these constraints have a relatively small 
geographical coverage, they can present site-specific constraints to 

development which require sensitive planning solutions. 

2.5. Bury St Edmunds has a wealth of listed buildings and a world class 

heritage core. In villages such as Ixworth and Risby the conservation 
areas and listed buildings are a recognised fundamental constraint to 

development. Large conservation areas also cover the historic cores of the 
villages of Bardwell, Exning, Fornham All Saints, Horringer, Pakenham and 
Stoke by Clare. 

2.6. There are clear indications in the NPPF (paragraph 193) surrounding 

designated heritage assets and any development that would impact upon 
them or their setting, this includes scheduled ancient monuments, 
conservation areas, historic parks and gardens and listed buildings: 

2.7. When considering the impact of a proposed development on the 

significance of a designated heritage asset, great weight should be given 
to the asset’s conservation (and the more important the asset, the greater 

the weight should be). This is irrespective of whether any potential harm 
amounts to substantial harm, total loss or less than substantial harm to its 
significance. 

2.8. These heritage assets are not necessarily in themselves reasons for 

limiting the capacity for development. In some circumstances, 
development can have a positive effect on heritage assets through 
improved conservation or restoration.  

2.9. Paragraph 196 of the NPPF states the following: 

“Where a development proposal will lead to less than substantial harm to 
the significance of a designated heritage asset, this harm should be 

weighed against the public benefits of the proposal including, where 
appropriate, securing its optimum viable use.” 

2.10. This indicates that a blanket approach to restricted development in 
relation to heritage assets is not always justified or appropriate. There are 

examples of the planning system enabling historic settlements to expand 
through appropriate and well-designed sustainable urban extensions. 
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Figure 1 Conservation and heritage constraints map 
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Biodiversity and geodiversity 

2.11. The district hosts a number of areas designated for their biodiversity and 
geodiversity importance, which are illustrated in figure 2. These comprise 
the following features: 

• One Special Protection Area (SPA), Breckland SPA designated for three

bird species- stone curlew, woodlark and nightjar - which covers

approximately 15 percent of the district;

• Four Special Areas of Conservation (SAC), the largest being Breckland

SAC. This is followed by Waveney and Little Ouse Valley Fens SAC in

the north east of the district, Devils Dyke SAC close to Newmarket and

Rex Graham Reserve SAC east of Mildenhall;

• 113 Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) covering approximately

16 percent of the district;
• Four National Nature Reserves, Cavenham Heath to the west of

Icklingham, Weeting Heath north-west of Brandon, Thetford Heath

west of Barnham, and Bradfield Woods on the south-eastern edge of
the district;

• Five Local Nature Reserves, the largest being at Maidscross Hill on the
edge of Lakenheath and Moreton Hall Community Woods in Bury St
Edmunds; and

• Numerous County Wildlife Sites (CWS) located throughout the district
• Two Suffolk Regionally Important Geological Sites (RIGS), Cavenham

Heath and Buggs Hole.

2.12. Research has shown that stone curlew are impacted by urbanisation at 

distances of up to 2.5km from settlements. As such 1.5km constraints 
buffers have been drawn around those parts of Breckland SPA designated 

for stone curlew and any functionally linked land.  In addition, 400m 
constraints buffers are drawn around those parts of Breckland SPA 
designated for woodlark and nightjar. Within these buffer zones likely 

significant effect from new development is presumed at the plan level and 
adverse effects cannot be ruled out. 

2.13. Paragraph 171 of the NPPF requires that: 

“Plans should: distinguish between the hierarchy of international, national 
and locally designated sites; allocate land with the least environmental or 

amenity value, where consistent with other policies in this Framework; 
take a strategic approach to maintaining and enhancing networks of 
habitats and green infrastructure; and plan for the enhancement of 

natural capital at a catchment or landscape scale across local authority 
boundaries.” 
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Figure 2 Biodiversity and geodiversity constraints map 
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Flood risk 

2.14. There is policy emphasis in the NPPF to steer development away from 

areas with high flood risk. Paragraph 155 of the NPPF states the following: 

2.15. Inappropriate development in areas at risk of flooding should be avoided 

by directing development away from areas at highest risk (whether 
existing or future). Where development is necessary in such areas, the 

development should be made safe for its lifetime without increasing flood 
risk elsewhere. 

2.16. Flood zone 3 is regarded as a significant constraint, with flood zone 2 
requiring consideration of the vulnerability of the land uses. Flood zone 3 

covers over eight percent of the district and flood zone 2 covers nearly 10 
percent of the district.  

2.17. Key features of the main watercourses within the district are: 

• River Lark – a tributary of the Great Ouse and Ely Ouse, rising south
of Bury St Edmunds, and flowing though the town of Mildenhall. There

are three main SSSIs within the River Lark catchment – West Stow
Heath, Cavenham-Icklingham Heaths and Lackford Lakes.

• River Linnet – a tributary of the River Lark, situated east of Bury St

Edmunds.
• River Kennett – has two SSSIs within its boundary, the Chippenham

Fen and Snailwell Poors Fen.
• The Culford stream catchment – a tributary of the River Lark, located

to the north of Bury St Edmunds.

• The River Little Ouse – a tributary of the Great Ouse and Ely Ouse and
defines the borders of Suffolk and Norfolk.

• The Cut Off Channel – a flood protection scheme built by the Great
Ouse River Authority and completed in 1964, which intercepts the
Rivers Lark, Little Ouse and Wissey.

2.18. Bury St Edmunds lies at the confluence of the rivers Lark and Linnet and 

the river corridors are a valuable natural resource which links the town to 
the wider countryside. Areas of Barton Mills, Mildenhall and Worlington are 
restricted by flood zones associated with the River Lark, areas north of 

Brandon along the Little Ouse river, and areas west, north and south of 
Lakenheath are at risk of flooding influencing the possible locations for 

growth. 

2.19. Other villages with flood zones posing constraints to development are 

Ixworth, Bardwell, Cavendish, Clare, Great and Little Thurlow, Kedington, 
Kentford, Pakenham and Stoke by Clare. 

2.20. Flood risk areas are illustrated in figure 3. 
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Figure 3 Flood risk constraints map 
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Agricultural land 

2.21. Varying qualities of agricultural land are found across the district (see 

figure 4). Land within the district has been identified as predominantly 
grade 3 (48 per cent of the district), followed by grade 2 (34 per cent of 
the district), with areas of grade 1 (highest quality land) identified to the 

north-west of the district (3 per cent). 

2.22. The NPPF highlights that where significant development of agricultural 
land is demonstrated to be necessary, areas of poorer quality land should 
be preferred to those of a higher quality. 
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Figure 4 Agricultural land constraints map 
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Land associated with horseracing industry uses 

2.23. There are a number of constraints associated with studland and the horse 

racing industry mainly across Newmarket, and surrounding villages such 
as Exning, Kentford, Moulton and small areas on the edge of Red Lodge 
(see figure 5). The map identifies land related to the horseracing industry 
including training yards, stud farms, racecourses, horse walks, horse 
training grounds and associated residential accommodation.  

2.24. Across the region the horseracing industry covers a total area of 90 
square kilometres extending into adjoining authorities of mainly East and 

also South Cambridgeshire. The area within West Suffolk covers 4 per 
cent of the district.
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Figure 5 Horseracing industry constraints map 
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Ministry of Defence (MOD) 

2.25. Finally, there are a number of noise constraints associated with Ministry of 

Defence (MOD) land around the United States Airforce bases at RAF 
Mildenhall and RAF Lakenheath (see figure 6). This affects the main towns 
of Lakenheath and Mildenhall as well as creating noise constraint zones to 

the south of Brandon, north and south of Beck Row, and north of West 
Row. Other airfields and other land in operational use include RAF 

Honington. 
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Figure 6 Ministry of Defence (MOD) constraints map 
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Annex 1 – Significant constraints

Constraint Definition 

Site of special 

scientific interest or 
special protection 

area 

Protected area of geology, topography, or ecology 

interest. Highly sensitive to new development. 
Development with the potential to impact on protected 

habitats should be avoided through provision of a 
suitable buffer – dependent on the reason for 
designation. 

Special area of 
conservation  

Area of habitat protection. Highly sensitive to new 
development. Development with the potential to impact 

on natural quality of SAC should be avoided through 
mitigation of impacts or provision of a suitable buffer. 

SPA buffer zones Combination of 1.5 kilometres SPA Stone Curlew buffer 
zone and 1.5 kilometres SPA Stone Curlew nesting 

attempts buffer zone; and 400 metre Woodlark and 
Nightjar buffer zone. 

Development proposed within 1,500 metre of the 
Breckland SPA components (SSSI sites) which are 

designated for Stone Curlew (Burhinus oedicnemus) will 
require a project level Habitats Regulations Assessment 
(HRA) to determine whether the development will have 

an impact on Stone Curlew. Where it cannot be 
concluded that development is not likely to have an 

adverse effect on the integrity of the SPA the 
development will not be allowed. 

Development proposed within 400 metre of Breckland 
SPA components (SSSI sites) which are designated for 

Woodlark (Lullula arborea) and or Nightjar (Caprimulgus 
europaeus) will require a project level Habitats 
Regulations Assessment (HRA) to determine whether the 

development will have an impact on Woodlark and or 
Nightjar. Where it cannot be concluded that 

development is not likely to have an adverse effect on 
the integrity of the SPA the development will not be 
allowed. 

National nature 
reserve 

Area of habitat importance protected by national policy. 
Sensitive development with an appropriate buffer to 

designated site may be possible. 

Local nature 

reserve  

Area of habitat importance protected by local policy. 

Sensitive development adjacent to designated site may 
be possible, providing suitable mitigation is proposed. 

Country park Area of landscape value or recreational use. Country 
parks should be retained as a valuable natural and 

recreational resource. 

Flood zone 2 Development proposed within this zone would require 

extensive flood risk assessment data and mitigation of 
any identified flood risk. 
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Flood zone 3 Flood zone 3 is taken as highly prohibitive to new 

development. Development proposed within this zone 
would require extensive flood risk assessment data and 
mitigation of any identified flood risk. 

Scheduled ancient 
monument (SAM) 

Requirement to protect setting of SAMs. Designation 
does not prohibit development. Individual appraisal will 

be required to establish site sensitivity of setting of the 
SAM to new development. 

Other constraints (potential for mitigation) 

Constraint Definition 

Horseracing 
industry 

The significance of the horseracing industry to the 
district is of key importance to the character and 
economy of the district and particularly Newmarket. In 
general planning policy has sought to retain and protect 
land and buildings in horseracing use from the negative 
impacts of new development. 

Historic park and 

garden 

Areas of significant landscape and cultural importance. 

Highly sensitive to new development. Development with 
the potential to impact on the setting of the garden 
should be avoided through provision of a suitable visual 

buffer. 

Regionally 

important 
geological site 

(RIG) 

Geodiversity is defined as the natural range (diversity) of 

geological features (rocks, minerals, fossils, structures), 
geomorphological features (landforms and processes) and 

soil features that make up the landscape. The non-
statutory conservation of geodiversity is principally 
carried out under the regionally important geological site 

(RIGS) scheme. 

Conservation area Requirement to protect character and appearance of 

conservation areas. Designation does not prohibit 
development. Individual appraisals will be required to 

establish the impact of new development on the 
character and appearance of the conservation area or its 
setting. 

Listed buildings Individually graded buildings of historic value. 
Designation does not prohibit development. Individual 

appraisal will be required to establish sensitivity of setting 
to new development. Listed building protection carries 

the same weight regardless of location, however, the 
setting to listed buildings within rural or open areas may 
be more sensitivity to new development due to potential 

change from rural to urban character. 

Best most versatile 

agricultural land 
(grades 1 and 2) 

Footnote 53 of the February 2019 NPPF states “Where 

significant development of agricultural land is 
demonstrated to be necessary, areas of poorer 

quality land should be preferred to those of a higher 
quality.” 
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MOD noise 

contours 

Aircraft noise from RAF Mildenhall and RAF Lakenheath 

impose constraints on development and noise sensitive 
development within these areas will require planning 
conditions to ensure internal noise levels fall within the 

World Health Organisation guidelines.  

It is important to note that this is a factual report produced to support a 
range of other factors which will be relevant when considering policy 

options and should be considered alongside the other parts of the 
evidence base to support the West Suffolk Local Plan and should not be 
considered in isolation. 




