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EAST HAMPSHIRE DISTRICT COUNCIL

Development Policy Panel 24th MAY 2017

LOCAL PLAN PART 3: AREAS OF SPECIAL HOUSING CHARACTER
Report by Planning Policy

FOR INFORMATION

Portfolio: Planning – Cllr Angela Glass 

Key Decision: No

1.0 Purpose of Report 

1.1 The purpose of this report is to update Councillors with regards to the 
consideration of policies H9 Areas of Special Housing Character, H10 Special 
Housing Areas (Local Plan: Second Review (2006)) and a wider design policy in 
Local Plan Part 3 Development Management and Other Allocations, and the 
requirement for evidence base, as set out in National Planning Practice 
Guidance (NPPG). 

2.0 Recommendation 

2.1 The Panel notes the need to commission an East Hampshire District (outside of 
the South Downs National Park) Settlement Character Study, to inform Local 
Plan Part 3, and assist with the consideration of the policy approach to design 
and Local Plan Policies H9 Areas of Special Housing Character and H10 Special 
Housing Areas (Local Plan: Second Review (2006)) in Local Plan Part 3.

3.0 Summary 

3.1 NPPG requires local planning authorities to evaluate and understand the defining 
characteristic of the area as part of its evidence base, to inform design 
opportunities and policies. Whilst character appraisals are available for 
designated Conservation Areas, such evidence base is not available for the 
remaining areas in the Settlement Policy Boundaries (SPBs), including Areas of 
Special Housing Character (as designated by policy H9 and H10). 

3.2 Areas of Special Housing Character are not specifically supported by national 
planning policy, and some of the policy content is not considered National 
Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) compliant. A Settlement Character Study is 
required to fulfil the requirements of NPPG, and to provide clear policy 
recommendations and design guidance, including for areas currently designated 
Areas of Special Housing Character. 

4.0 Subject of Report 
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4.1 The Local Plan: Second Review (2006) saved policies will either be replaced by 
Local Plan Part 3, or deleted.  Two such saved policies are H9 Areas of Special 
Housing Character and H10 Special Housing Areas. Both policies seek to protect 
the distinctive and special characteristics of identified areas within the district, by 
restricting densities (size of plots) and infill development (see Appendix 1 for full 
policy text). The policies have a history, featuring in Local Plans prior to 2006, 
albeit without documented evidence to explain the specific nature of the special 
character they seek to protect. They are locally distinctive policies, and do not 
have specific backing from national planning policy.

4.2 When policies are engaged to determine planning applications, the primary 
considerations are whether; the policy is up to date, it conforms with the NPPF 
and as such, how much weight to give it.  The consideration of the proposal 
against this policy can then be entered into the planning balance. 

4.3 Recent planning decisions have concluded these policies cannot be rigidly 
applied. “It is not appropriate to solely and simply refuse development proposals 
because they are infill developments without assessing the harm and overriding 
policy objective” (planning reference: SDNP/16/04073/FUL). This means, in the 
case of the use of Policy H9, infill proposals cannot be refused without 
consideration of the wider issues. 

4.4 Added to this, is the competing aim of providing new homes in the most 
sustainable locations (within existing settlements) and the fact that all Areas of 
Special Housing Character are within Settlement Policy Boundaries (SPBs). A 
further consideration is that the Housing White Paper (2017) is particularly 
focussed on smaller sites, saying “we will indicate that great weight should be 
given to using small undeveloped sites within settlements for homes, where they 
are suitable for residential development” (para 1.30). The result is that some sites 
within the areas granted special housing character status are also sites generally 
considered particularly sustainable and suitable for development. This needs to 
be appropriately balanced, through positively prepared policies in Local Plan Part 
3 that conform to the national policy. 

4.5 It is not the case that the NPPF does not support protecting the character of an 
area. In fact, good design and local distinctiveness are advocated through the 
core planning principals and a chapter in the NPPF on ‘good design’. Equally, 
NPPG says, “Development should seek to promote character in townscape and 
landscape by responding to and reinforcing locally distinctive patterns of 
development, local man-made and natural heritage and culture, while not 
preventing or discouraging appropriate innovation. The successful integration of 
all forms of new development with their surrounding context is an important 
design objective, irrespective of whether a site lies on the urban fringe or at the 
heath of a town centre” (Paragraph:007 Reference ID: 26-007-20140306). 

4.6 Good design, and the relationship to the existing character of an area remain 
important planning considerations for plan making and decision taking. To that 
end, NPPG clearly states that evidence base should be in place to help to 
effectively take this into consideration, “Local planning authorities will need to 
evaluate and understand the defining characteristic of the area as part of its 
evidence base, in order to identify appropriate design opportunities and policies” 
(Paragraph: 003 Reference ID: 26-003-20140306). 
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4.7 To inform character and design policies in Local Plan Part 3, such an evidence 
base needs to be formed. This is likely to be in the form of a character study for 
the district (outside of the SDNP). This study will determine whether there are 
distinct areas that warrant additional policy considerations due to a special 
character, and if there are, make clear policy recommendations and design 
guidance. 

4.8 Evidence to justify ‘rolling’ policies H9 and H10 into Local Plan Part 3 is not 
available, nor is this possible as in their current form; they do not fully conform to 
national planning policy. Equally, it is not possible to take forward the concept of 
special housing character areas without having evidence to justify their existence. 
A decision regarding the future of special housing character areas can only be 
taken once the defining characteristics of the district have been documented in 
evidence base, with clear policy recommendations and design guidance. 

4.9 Whilst the future of the designations as historically known may be uncertain, the 
concept of particular characters making an area special and the opportunity for 
locally distinctive policies remains. NPPG says, “Distinctiveness is what often 
makes a place special and valued”. There are areas within the district that are 
distinctive, and backed by evidence base, Local Plan Part 3 will seek to ensure 
appropriate, positive and sound policies are in place to ensure sufficient 
protection is given to these areas, whilst ensuring that development is directed to 
the most sustainable locations. 

Proposed next steps

4.10 In accordance with NPPG, “Local planning authorities will need to evaluate and 
understand the defining characteristic of the area as part of its evidence base, in 
order to identify appropriate design opportunities and policies” (Paragraph: 003 
Reference ID: 26-003-20140306), the next step is to commission a Settlement 
Character Study for the district (outside of the SDNP). 

4.11 Such a study would include stages of data gathering, presentation of data (text, 
maps), policy recommendations and design guidance. It would likely include an 
element of engagement with stakeholders. With regards to data gathering, 
attention would be focussed on;

 The spatial layout
 Architectural form
 Building materials
 Consistency or diversity of detail
 Density
 Land uses
 Streetscaping and planting 

4.12 As part of this, areas sensitive to change could be identified. If such areas are 
identified, this could inform a particular policy approach, subject to policy 
recommendations. 



NON EXEMPT

Timescales and costs

4.13 The timescales and costs for such a piece of work are highly dependent on the 
scale of the assessment, and the size of the area to be assessed. However, it is 
likely to be a relatively timely and costly piece of work, requiring site visits, 
assessment, detailed presentation of findings and individual policy 
recommendations. There are 66 individual SPBs within the district outside of the 
South Downs National Park. 

5.0 Implications 

5.1 Resources:  The study would be outsourced, however, project management and 
close working with EHDC officers would be required (particularly Conservation 
officers). The cost of this work is budgeted for within 2017/18.

5.2 Legal: There are no specific legal implications with regards to preparing 
evidence base to inform the Local Plan. 

5.3 Strategy: One of the Council’s values is Environmental sustainability - 
safeguarding the environment for future generations.  An objective in the Joint 
Core Strategy is “To conserve and enhance the District’s attractive built and 
historic environment, including heritage sites, conservation areas, listed 
buildings, archaeological sites and important open areas and the settings of 
these assets”. 

5.4 Risks: The study may conclude that there is not sufficient evidence to justify the 
policy approach of the Areas of Special Housing Character going forward. This 
would be better termed a potential implication, rather than a risk. However, as 
noted, Local Plan Part 3 will seek to ensure appropriate, positive and sound 
policies are in place to ensure sufficient protection is given to areas, whilst 
ensuring that development is directed to the most sustainable locations. 

5.5 Communications: The Planning Policy team would keep interested parties up to 
date through regular Local Plan Part 3 communications and engagement 
meetings. If the project requires stakeholder engagement, relevant groups will be 
notified. 

6.0 Consultation: Officers from Development Management, Conservation and 
Heritage have been consulted and we will continue to work with them to progress 
the evidence.

Appendices:  Appendix 1 - full policy text of Policies H9 and H10 (2006). 
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