Landscape evaluation

Purpose

The primary purpose of the evaluation is to identify the variations in
guality that exist across the landscape of the district so that appropriate
strategies for landscape conservation, management and enhancement can
be defined.

In preparing and interpreting the evaluation, there are several important
gualifications that should be borne in mind:

X it is important to stress that this evaluation is based upon an
assessment of thatrinsic quality of the different landscape types,
rather than a relative assessment of one against another, since such
comparisons are generally unhelpful and highly subjective;

X the evaluation is based upon #vasting qualityof the landscape as
observed during this study and does not take into account past or
potential landscape quality;

x the evaluation of intrinsic landscape quality doesimply a greater
or lesser ability to absorb development or change. It can, however,
provide a useful guide to the most appropriate strategy for
interventionin the landscape, either to control damaging change or to
encourage positive enhancement;

x individual areas need to be assessed on their merits but, as a general
rule, it is likely that the better quality landscapes will require a higher
degree oplanning interventior{i.e. through development control and
the application of design standards) and a lesser degree of
management interventiofne. action intended to raise the quality of
the landscape through management and enhancement), to maintain
their quality. Conversely, at the opposite end of the quality spectrum,
the need to raise landscape quality may result in a higher degree of
management interventicend a more positive approachganning
interventionto achieve beneficial change in the landscape;

x finally, it is also important to stress that these distinctions relate to
differences observed alonggaality continuum within the context of
Hart District and should not be interpreted within a wider county or
national context. It is our view that the overall quality of the
landscape of Hart District is high in comparison with many other
parts of the region, and therefore even those areas of inferior quality
in Hart District still generally represent areas of attractive countryside
in the wider context.
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Approach to evaluation

4.3 As a first step in the evaluation process, a number of broad criteria were
defined against which each individual landscape type was assessed.
These criteria are based upon guidelines provided by the Countryside
Commission [1] and criteria established by the Hampshire county and
district councils for the evaluation of ‘areas of special landscape quality’
within Hampshire [9]. The evaluation was therefore based upon
consideration of the following attributes:

X scenic quality(the degree to which the landscape is attractive with
pleasing patterns and combinations of landscape features);

x sense of placéthe extent to which the landscape has a distinctive
character and sense of place);

X unspoilt characte(the degree to which the landscape is unaffected or
affected by intrusive or detracting influences);

X landscape as a resourgegvhether the landscape type represents a
scarce or especially fragile landscape resource);

X conservation interestéwvhether there are other notable conservation
interests that contribute to landscape value).

4.4 Each landscape type has been assessed against these criteria using the
experience and judgement of the study team and has been attributed to
one of three quality categories, as follows:

4.5 Category A:
Landscapes which have a high scenic quality, a strong sense of place, are
generally unspoilt and have a highly distinctive character, and often
contain areas or features of ecological or cultural significance. They
may also include ‘intact’ examples of rare landscape types, e.g.
heathland, or representative examples of valued landscapes, e.g. chalk
scenery.

4.6 In these landscapes, conservation is an overwhelming priority in order to
maintain landscape quality. The need for intervention in the management
sense will be comparatively modest but, nevertheless, these landscapes
could still benefit from enhancement and management, such as the
restoration of broadleaved woodland and heathland in areas dominated
by coniferous plantations. Development is not necessarily precluded but
the level of intervention in the planning sense will need to be high, in
order to prevent adverse change and loss or damage to particularly
valuable landscape resources.
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Category B:

Landscapes which have attractive qualities and where character and
sense of place are still strong but which are not ‘special’ or distinctive to
the same degree as those in Category A. The landscape generally has a
positive, rural character but there may be intrusive influences or signs of
neglect or decline in landscape condition which compromise its quality.

These landscapes form the major part of the District's landscape
resource and are important to conserve. They would, however, also
benefit from enhancement, to improve landscape quality, strengthen local
distinctiveness and reduce the influence of negative features.
Development and land use change will need to be controlled to ensure
that there is no further deterioration in landscape quality or loss of local
character.

Category C:

Landscapes which are further along the scale of decline and where
landscape structure is substantially weakened and landscape quality and
sense of place are significantly compromised by inappropriate
development, poor land management or other intrusive influences, e.g.
built development, airfields, pylons etc.

These landscapes require a substantial degree of management
intervention to raise their quality and mitigate the influence of detracting
land uses or features and could be the target for landscape enhancement
priorities. In terms of planning intervention, the emphasis is on the
encouragement of landscape improvements and restoration of a positive
character as part of any future land use proposals.

Conclusions

Figure 6 shows our classification of the district's landscape types into
these categories, from which the following conclusions can be drawn.

It is apparent that a high proportion of the district is blessed with
attractive landscapes in good or fair condition (in either category A or B)
with few degraded landscapes (Category C). As stated earlier, given this
overall high quality standard, the distinctions between the three
categories are comparatively subtle and even the Category C landscapes
are not severely degraded.

The ‘best’ quality landscapes (i.e. Category A) principally comprise:

x the moreenclosed chalkland landscapedth a higher frequency of
woodland and stronger hedgerow structure (which provide a pleasing
diversity and pattern of landscape elements compared to other areas
of denuded chalkland landscape, which are comparatively unspoilt by
intrusive influences, and which are representative of a valued
landscape resource);
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(See text for definitions)
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x areas offormal parkland and estate landscajhat mostly have
attractive scenic qualities and a strong sense of place, are generally
unspoilt and well-managed, and also have historic landscape
significance);

x the heathland and forest landscapéshere remnant heathland is a
scarce and valued landscape and ecological resource, and which have
a very strong sense of place and historic landscape significance);

x a small part of the upper Whitewaterer valley (which has a
particularly attractive character and which supports important
habitats of nature conservation significance).

Large parts of the district are covered by landscapes which have an
essentially rural and attractive character but are not quite as ‘special’ as
those listed above. These Category B landscapes comprise:

x the majority of thdloodplain farmlandof the main river valleys and
parts of thevalley sideswhere there is an attractive enclosed
character;

x all of thepasture and woodland: heath associateddscapes, which
have a pleasing combination of landscape elements and contain some
remnants of a scarce heathland resource;

x all of themixed farmland and woodlan@xcept for the denuded open
arable farmland) which has a pleasing combination of landscape
elements and a predominantly unspoilt character with only localised
detracting influences;

X areas ofparkland landscape which are showing signs of decline and
neglect but which retain a generally attractive and distinctive parkland
character;

x theopen arable downwhich have an attractive, rural and distinctive
character but which are somewhat denuded and affected by the
detracting influences of Odiham airfield and overhead power lines.

There are comparatively few landscape types that fall into Category C
and, of those that have been identified, even fewer represent substantially
degraded landscapes in need of significant enhancement. Therefore,
although these landscapes represent the ‘poorest’ within the context of
Hart District, they may rate more highly in a wider spectrum of
landscape quality. The few landscape types in this category comprise:

X areas ofdisturbed groundnamely quarries and landfill sites, where
the basic landscape structure has been so substantially modified by
these activities that it has lost its former character and a new
landscape structure and character needs to be created;

X landscapes which contain ‘urban’ or non-agricultural land-uses, such
asairfields or amenity/recreationalises that introduce suburbanising
influences and detract from the local landscape ‘vernacular’;
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X landscapes with &inge character, which are significantly influenced
by the proximity of urban development or intrusive elements such as
power lines, or have a somewhat unkempt and neglected appearance
(typical of horse paddocks and small-holdings on the edge of
settlements);

X areas obpen arable farmlandgvhich have been significantly denuded
of trees, woods and hedgerows through agricultural intensification
and which have a visually exposed character and are therefore prone
to the intrusion of roads, power lines and other detracting influences.

Details of the type of conservation or enhancement action appropriate to
individual character areas is given in Section 5. However, the evaluation
is intended to set this action within the context of the district as a whole,
so that resources and action can be targeted to the most needy areas. Itis
hoped that it will provide a useful overview for all those involved in
countryside planning, conservation and management within Hart District
and will enable action to be undertaken in the most appropriate and
beneficial way.

Finally, despite the comparatively detailed scale of this study, there is
inevitably a limit as to how far a district-wide assessment can reflect the
subtleties in landscape character and quality that exist at a very local
level. There is clearly considerable scope for taking forward and
augmenting the assessment process at a local parish, or even village,
level.

For example, the Countryside Commission is particularly keen to
encourage such local assessments as a means of influencing the quality
of design in the countryside and is promoting the preparation of
‘Countryside Design Summaries’ or ‘Village Design Statements’ [10].
The former comprise area-wide appraisals carried out mainly by
planning authorities while the latter are local appraisals led mainly by the
local community. Both approaches are intended to share similar, design-
related objectives including:

x defining a ‘local setting’ to which new designs should respond;
x describing local diversity and distinctiveness;
X providing a ‘common language’ on design accessible to all parties.

Such initiatives can be a valuable means of involving local communities
in decisions relating to the conservation and enhancement of their local
environment, as well as providing a useful input to the local plan process
and informing subsequent development control decisions.
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