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1.1 Background 
The Luton/ Dunstable/ Houghton Regis Growth Area is an area identified 

in both the Regional Spatial Strategy
1
 and the Milton Keynes and South 

Midlands Sub-Regional Strategy
2
. Within this growth area, it is expected 

that over 20,000 new homes will be built up to the year 2021, with 

significant growth beyond this period.  

The route of the North Luton Bypass is also planned within this area. The 

actual line of the road is yet to be determined and is subject to a 

feasibility study undertaken by Halcrow, the results of which are yet to be 

published. Other highways proposed for the area include the Dunstable 

Northern Bypass (A5-M1 link).  

The Sub-Regional Strategy
2
 recognises that growth will give rise to 

environmental and landscape considerations including proximity to the 

Chilterns Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB).  

The growth area has been previously assessed within the South 

Bedfordshire District Landscape Character Assessment (Land Use 

Consultants, 2006)
3
 and the Bedfordshire and Luton Strategic Green 

Infrastructure Plan (Chris Blandford Associates, 2006). 

 

1.2 Purpose of the Report 
The ‘Chalk Arc’ is defined as the area north from Whipsnade and 

extending in a belt north of Dunstable, Houghton Regis and Luton up to 

Toddington and the edge of Barton-le-Clay. The Chalk Arc is depicted in 

Figure 1.  

This Chalk Arc Landscape Character Assessment (LCA), informed by the 

South Bedfordshire District LCA
3
, provides a finer grain landscape 

character assessment of the Chalk Arc. It focuses on the interrelationship 

between the landscape of the rural area and the urban area, particularly 

the urban edge. The study has been undertaken with an awareness of 

the development pressures and opportunities with an emphasis on 

strengthening the character of the countryside within the growth area and 

promoting greenways for access and wildlife. 

1.3 Study Area 

The Chalk Arc Character Assessment Sub-Group (The Sub-Group) is 

comprised of Mark Bailey  (Green Infrastructure Implementation Officer - 

Chalk Arc Initiative, Bedfordshire County Council), Alison Myers 

(Landscape Enhancement Officer Bedfordshire County Council) and 

Richard Woolnough (The Greensand Trust).  

In agreement with the Sub-Group, the Chalk Arc study area was refined 

by taking out land, which lies within the AONB and the highly sensitive 

escarpments, as defined by the South Bedfordshire District LCA
3
. The 

resulting Study Area, used for this assessment, is illustrated in Figure 2. 

The Study Area allows emphasis to be placed on vulnerable rural land 

adjacent to the urban edge where development pressure is greatest. 
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2.1 Introduction 
This study follows best practice as outlined in the Landscape Character 

Assessment Guidance for England and Scotland (Scottish Natural 

Heritage and the Countryside Agency 2002)
4
 and current best practice 

with particular reference to Topic Paper 6
5
. It is recognised that the 

process of urban characterisation follows the same fundamental 

procedure as Landscape Character Assessment (Karl Kropf 2005 

Approaches to Urban Characterisation: Concepts and Applications, 

workshop proceedings CNN Workshop Landscape Character in and 

around Urban Areas)
6
.   

Building upon the Landscape Character Assessment Guidance for 

England and Scotland, an approach for assessing Luton’s rural-urban 

fringe and townscape was developed and agreed with the Sub-Group.  

The process for undertaking the study involved four main stages, 

described below: 

• Data Collation and Desk Study; 

• Characterisation; 

• Field survey; 

• Evaluation. 

In addition, throughout the study Geographic Information Systems (GIS) 

was used as a tool for collating, evaluating and presenting data. 

2.2 Context 
The district wide South Bedfordshire District LCA

3
 sets the context for this 

Chalk Arc LCA.  The district wide assessment identifies rural landscape 

types and character areas:   

Landscape Types – distinct types of landscape that are relatively 

homogenous in character.  E.g. Rolling Chalk Farmland 

Character Areas – single unique areas that are the discrete geographical 

units of a particular landscape type, e.g. Totternhoe – Dunstable Downs 

The study area covers land identified within the following District 

Character Areas and corresponding Landscape Types identified in the 

South Bedfordshire District LCA
3
 (Refer to Figure 3).  

The Chalk Arc LCA works at a local scale (1:10,000) set firmly within the 

context of the wider district assessment.   

 

Landscape Types District Character Areas 

5A Eaton Bray 5 Clay Vales  

5B Barton le Clay  

8 Clay Hill 8A Toddington-Hockliffe 

9 Chalk Escarpments 9B Totternhoe 

10A Totternhoe-Dunstable Downs 

10B  Houghton Regis- North Luton  

10 Rolling Chalk 

Farmland 

10C Barton Hill  
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2.3 Data Collation and Desk Study 
Comprehensive and detailed information on the character of the rural area 

adjoining Luton is found in the South Bedfordshire District LCA
3
, which 

provided a sound basis for the study.  

This stage also involved the collation and mapping of a range of existing 

information including topography, geology designated areas, which inform 

the character of the area.  

2.4 Characterisation 
The process of characterisation draws together all the information outlined 

above to develop a draft classification of the landscape and townscape 

character of the Chalk Arc Study Area.  The approach follows best 

practice as promoted by Natural England (formerly the Countryside 

Agency) in the Landscape Character Assessment Guidance for England 

and Scotland (2002)
4
 in maintaining a distinction between landscape types 

and character areas, and developing a hierarchical approach. 

For this study, two separate types of local character areas are identified 

for rural and urban areas, as follows: 

Local Rural Character Types and Character Areas: 

Local rural character areas identified at 1:10,000, for this assessment, are 

subdivisions of the District Character Areas identified at 1:25,000
3
.  The 

names of local character areas refer to the discrete geographical location 

and local character type sub-divisions (e.g. Barton Road Low-lying 

farmland). The character area plans are provided in Appendix A. 

Local Character Type sub-divisions are based predominantly upon 

variation in topography, drift geology and/or land cover (as for District 

Character Type sub-divisions). 

 

 
Built Edge / Townscape Types and Character Areas 

Urban land use, building type, style and age were factors in 

determining Built Edge Townscape Types.  

Character areas refer to the discrete geographical location. The 

character area plans are provided in Appendix A. 

2.5 Field Study 
Field Survey was undertaken to test the draft characterisation. In 

particular, the following was carried out: 

• Verification of the character areas identified; 

• Refining character area boundaries and names; 

• Recording character; 

• Evaluating condition, sensitivity and opportunities and 

constraints. 

A systematic and thorough approach was adopted for field survey 

with information recorded on 1:10,000 scale maps and Field 

Survey Sheets (refer to Appendix B). An illustrative record was also 

made by taking representative photographs. The final classification 

encompasses 46 local character areas that sit within the district 

character assessment areas. 
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2.6 Method for Evaluation 
This report has concentrated on the rural landscape character 

areas, adjacent to the urban edge, which are most vulnerable to 

development pressure. Therefore for all rural landscape character 

areas the Quality/ Condition and Sensitivity has also been 

addressed. 

As stated in the Landscape Character Assessment Guidance for 

England and Scotland
4
, the principal value of having a LCA is ‘to 

help in the process of managing change in a particular place’. The 

evaluation of the character areas identified within the Chalk Arc 

LCA focuses on their sensitivity to change and their opportunities 

and constraints (which cross boundaries). 

As identified within the Countryside Agency’s Guidance
4
 ‘the use of 

Landscape Character Assessment in making judgements is a fast 

moving scene amongst practitioners’. The approach for the 

evaluation undertaken as part of the Chalk Arc LCA aims to follow 

current best practice with particular reference to Topic Paper 6
5
, 

and entails: 

Quality/Condition  

For the rural landscape character areas a comment about 

detracting features, the physical state of individual elements and 

visual unity/intactness is made.  

Sensitivity  

For each rural landscape character area a judgement about its 

overall sensitivity to change was made. This sits within and adds 

detail to judgements made on landscape and visual sensitivity at 

the South Bedfordshire District LCA
3
. The methodology for 

evaluating sensitivity builds upon current best practice described in 

Topic Paper 6
5
 and review of previous studies.  

Professional judgements made about the overall sensitivity of the 

identified character involved careful consideration of two aspects:  

Landscape character sensitivity – overall character, quality and 

condition, aesthetic aspects of character and sensitivity of 

individual elements contributing to the landscape. 

Visual sensitivity - general visibility and the potential scope to 

mitigate visual effects of any changes taking place.  Visibility will be 

the function of landform, woodland, built form and other screening 

influences. 

Sensitivity judgements on a five-point scale (low, medium to low, 

medium, medium-high and high) provide an indication of the overall 

robustness of the landscape and the extent to which it can 

accommodate change. Character area sensitivities are illustrated in 

Appendix C and are defined in detail in the table following: 



 

2. Assessment Methodology            

Page 7

Chalk Arc 
Landscape Character Assessment 

Hyder Consulting (UK) Limited
2212959

 

 

 

 
Sensitivity Criteria 

 Landscape Visual 

Low Robust character; may 

contain elements of 

damaged, degraded, 

poorly managed or ‘untidy’ 

land. Dominated by 

landscape detractors, or 

may be a landscape with 

abundance of screening 

elements, exhibiting some 

of these characteristics. 

General absence of 

traditional husbandry, 

historic landscape features 

and vernacular. 

May exhibit a high 

degree of visual 

containment by 

vegetation and 

topography, with 

few middle distant 

or distant views, or 

open, large scale 

landscape with 

absence of 

landform contrast 

Medium to 

Low 
Where landscape generally exhibits 

characteristics of low landscape sensitivity but 

medium visual sensitivity, or vice versa. 

Medium Vulnerable character; may 

contain elements of 

damage, degradation, poor 

management or ‘untidy’ 

land. May contain some 

landscape detractors, or 

may be a landscape with 

abundance of screening 

elements. 

Occasional visual 

containment by 

vegetation and 

topography, with 

some middle distant 

or distant views. 

Medium to 

High 
Where landscape exhibits characteristics of low 

landscape sensitivity but medium visual 

sensitivity or vice versa. Typically areas are those 

that carry a regional or local landscape 

designation. 

 High Fragile landscape 

characterised by 

traditional husbandry, 

historic landscape 

features and vernacular. 

Absence of landscape 

detractors.  

Interest is enhanced by 

middle distance and 

distant views; vegetation 

may create occasional 

‘pockets’ of visual 

containment, but would 

not be able to screen 

significant areas of 

development. Typically 

areas are those that carry 

a national landscape 

designation (e.g. AONB). 

Open landscape 

visible from 

abundant vantage 

points. May be flat, 

but more often is 

undulating or hilly 

where topographical 

variations create 

visual diversity 

 

Broadly speaking, landscape and visual characteristics are robust 

at the lower end of the scale, increasing in vulnerability to being 

described as fragile for high sensitivity areas. The landscape’s 

ability to accommodate change without significant alteration to 

character reduces from areas with low sensitivity to areas with high 

sensitivity. 
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Opportunities and Constraints 

Opportunities and constraints for each landscape area have been 

identified within the assessment. Professional judgement has been 

applied to summarise the opportunities and constraints based on both 

desk-based and site assessment work  

During the evaluation, it was noted that parts of lower sensitivity 

character areas could potentially fulfil an important role with great value 

as undeveloped land, for arresting urban sprawl, for provision of 

screening features, or for providing wildlife and pedestrian circulation 

corridors. Similarly parts of some high sensitivity landscape character 

areas where identified that could be developed in a way that would be 

sensitive to the to the existing landscape character or that would appear 

as a natural extension of existing development patterns.  

For each area, the existing landscapes character and the landscape 

features that contributed towards it were assessed as noted below. 

Term Definition Application Example 

Maintain To be kept in 

current condition  

Intangible 

characteristics such 

as relationship 

between views and 

landscape features. 

Maintain open views. 

Maintain balance of 

landscape character. 

Conserve To be kept in 

current conditions 

with appropriate 

management. 

Tangible landscape 

features. 

Conserve key features, 

typically woodland 

blocks, hedgerows to 

retain, existing character  

Enhance To be kept and 

improved 

measures. 

Intangible landscape 

characteristics 

(indirectly) by direct 

application to tangible 

landscape features. 

Enhance by framing 

open views using new 

structure planting. 

Enhance screening and 

strengthen links.  

Appendix D summarises graphically the key overall opportunities and 

constraints identified within the Study, these are outlined below: 

Conserve and Enhance Planting 

Key areas of planting which should be conserved and enhanced are 

identified in Appendix D. Conservation and enhancement of planting 

encompasses reinforcing existing hedgerows, conserving existing areas 

of woodland and bolstering street tree and shrub planting.  

Conserve Open Land 

Recommended areas to be conserved as open land have been 

illustrated in Appendix D.  

Conserve and Enhance Pedestrian / Wildlife Links 

Key opportunities for enhancing linkage between the existing urban 

areas and open countryside have been identified. 

Enhance Urban Green Links 

Key routes through the urban fabric that would benefit from linkage to 

the surrounding rural areas, such as through additional street tree 

planting, have been identified in Appendix D. 

Enhance Rural Built Interface 

Rural built interfaces that would benefit from enhancement through 

sensitive planting and boundary treatments have been identified. 

Enhance Approach / Gateway  

The main gateways into Dunstable and Luton have been identified and 

should be enhanced where appropriate through street tree planting and 

appropriate landscape treatments.  
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3.1 Character Description 
The Chalk Arc landscape character areas has been organised into 

sections based on the following District Character Areas: 

• 5A:   Eaton Bray Clay Vale 

• 5B:   Barton-le-Clay Clay Vale 

• 8A:   Toddington – Hockliffe Clay Hill 

• 10A: Totternhoe – Dunstable Downs 

• 10B: Houghton Regis – North Luton 

• 10C: Barton Hill 

These character areas have been colour coded for easy reference, 

refer to Figure 3, with the individual colour relating to the relevant 

section in the report. 

Both Landscape Character Areas and Built Character Areas have been 

identified as part of this assessment. Each Character area has been 

described as follows:  

Location and Boundaries   

This is a brief description of where the character area lies within the 

Study Area. This section includes information about how boundaries 

were defined and its relationship with adjacent areas. 

Landscape Character (rural character areas only) 

This section includes information about geology, landform, land cover 

elements, biodiversity, historical features, perceptual characteristics 

(open/enclosed, texture etc), access, tranquillity and views. 

 
Built Character (urban / built character areas only) 

Includes information about buildings types, age building materials, road 

hierarchy, boundaries, scale and density of buildings, enclosure, 

landmarks, views and landscape elements (open spaces, private 

gardens, street trees)  

Built Rural Interface  

Includes information about: the nature of the urban edge, its integration 

with the adjacent rural landscape, access and linkages and views to 

and from the urban edge. 

3.2 Evaluation 
Quality or Condition (rural character areas only) 

A comment about detracting features, the physical state of individual 

elements, and visual unity / intactness is made. 

Sensitivity to Change (rural character areas only) 

A judgement about the sensitivity of the landscape to change is made. 

Reasons for the judgement are then provided by listing key visual and 

landscape sensitivities. Sensitivity mapping for the rural landscape 

areas is provided in Appendix C. 

Opportunities and Constraints 

Opportunities and contraints are identified and summarised in Appendix 

D. 
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