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Executive Summary

· This assessment has been carried out in accordance with the Guidelines for Landscape and Visual Impact Assessment, Third Edition. 2013.  [GLVIA3].

· The Visual and Landscape Impacts are assessed against the background of the Bicester Area Strategy ( See Figure 2  ,below ), within which the proposed development occupies an allocated site.

· The Visual Impact associated with the proposed development is assessed as Slightly Adverse.

· The Landscape Character Impact associated with the proposed development is also assessed as Slightly Adverse. 
· The direct impacts upon landscape features associated with the landscape character of the locale are minimal, and measures to mitigate for these impacts will have beneficial impacts also.

· The adverse landscape impacts are mostly confined to indirect impacts upon the setting, the locale and the sense of place. Owing to the already developed nature of much of the surrounding land and the intrusiveness of the busy A41, the locale has relatively low susceptibility to these additional adverse influences.
· These slight adverse impacts do not represent an impediment to the approval of the planning application for the proposed development on landscape character or visual grounds.
· There are positive landscape impacts associated with the proposed scheme. The Landscape Design Chapter within the Design & Access Statement refers to :

· improvement of the existing hedgerow boundaries through reinvigoration and restocking to create larger, healthier and denser hedgerows around the site perimeter;

· the planting of new standard trees,  such as oak (Quercus robur) and other site native species, in  keeping with the local Landscape Character, in order to provide future veteran boundary trees of the type that are prevalent in the locale but absent from the site.
· Any moderately adverse visual impacts are mostly confined to locations where changes to the visual appearance of the site are experienced at very close, "point blank" range, and where visual mitigation is not possible owing to the immediate proximity. 
· There are also a range of positive landscape effects associated with the landscape design and management proposals associated with the development, which will deliver a high quality landscaped gateway site and create a prestigious sense of arrival to Bicester from the south-west ( A41 / M40 ).
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Introduction

This Landscape and Visual Impact Assessment (LVIA) has been prepared on behalf of Bloombridge LLP. 

The LVIA assesses the Landscape and Visual Impacts of:

Phase 1 of a proposed new business park (“Bicester Gateway”) comprising approximately 14,972 sq m (Gross Internal Area) of B1 employment based buildings, plus a hotel (up to 149 bedrooms), with associated infrastructure, car parking and marketing boards

The proposals are part of the wider business park proposals allocated for development by Policy Bicester 10 of the Cherwell Local Plan, adopted July 2015.
The site for the proposed development is currently an area of partially managed scrub land adjoining the A41 dual-carriageway.

The LVIA assessment was initially commissioned to assess the full extent of both phases of this development site, and has been re-appraised to reflect the reduced visual envelope and landscape effects associated with the first phase only.
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Figure 1 :  The Study Area has a radius of 2km centred upon the middle of the development site. This scale is well suited to the flat, fine-grained landscape of small fields surrounded with large hedges and trees.
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Landscape Character
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Figure 2 :  This Map depicts the Landscape Character Areas associated with the site. The proposed development site is highlighted in red. The grey hatching shows the extent of the Bicester Strategy Area which has been allocated for housing and commercial growth to the south-west of Bicester. This extensive development area is partially developed already, but remains a "landscape in transition", with a greatly changed landscape character which is moving away from the Wooded Estatelands and Clay Vale Landscape Character Types and towards a character more akin to the Bicester Townscape.
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The landscape receptors associated with the potential development site are outlined in the Landscape Character Assessments for the site.

The National Landscape Character Area profile is the Upper Thames Clay Vale (NCA No.108)

The Oxfordshire Wildlife and Landscape Study (OWLS) addresses landscape character regionally, and at a much finer scale. Within the OWLS study, the entire development site is situated within the 'Clay Vale' Landscape Character Area of the Upper Thames Vale. However, here at its northernmost extremity, this landscape character type is reduced to a narrow strip, and the study area includes part of the adjacent landscape character areas on either side. The adjacent Landscape Character Areas to the south are Alluvial Lowlands (Upper Thames Vale) and Wooded Hills (Graven Hill), and to the north Wooded Estatelands (Upper Thames Vale), as well as the Townscape of Bicester.

The most significant detractors from the landscape character of these areas are the dominant and continuous effects associated with the A41 road and the wholesale changes to the newly created peri-urban landscape that have eroded a substantial part of the character areas nearest to the town.
The OWLS study supersedes the earlier November 1995, Cherwell District Landscape Assessment carried out on behalf of CDC by Cobham Resource Consultants, and although the earlier report can be viewed as a contributor to the later work, there are also significant revisions and changes to the mapping of character area boundaries. 

These recent changes to the landscape, particularly those occurring as result of the planned Bicester Area Strategy to the south-west of Bicester, and also Wretchwick Green and Graven Hill to the south-east, have not been addressed by a revision to the Landscape Character Assessments (LCAs). As such, there is nothing in the LCAs that refers to the extensive new housing or the peri-urban business and retail development which has begun to alter the landscape character within the locale. Development of the Kingsmere housing area and the commercial and business sites alongside the A41 are continuing at a rapid pace and make the landscape subject to constant change. A settled reassessment of the landscape character type is not practicable, other than to say that the landscape is currently characterised by rapid change, construction and the growth of the housing and commercial development areas themselves. In the fullness of time, the area is likely to be subject to a Townscape assessment ( more akin to the Bicester Townscape ), rather than a landscape character assessment, as very little remains of the Clay Vale or Wooded Estatelands landscape character types over which the new development has been /is being built.
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Upper Thames Vale (Clay Vale)

The main landscape character type within which the proposed development site is situated is the Clay Vale landscape type, and specifically the northern tip of the Upper Thames Vale landscape character area. This is a low-lying vale landscape associated with small pasture fields, many watercourses and hedgerow trees and well defined nucleated villages. 

The Key landscape characteristics include :

· A flat, low-lying landform.

· Mixed land uses, dominated by pastureland, with small to medium-sized hedged fields.

· Many mature oak, ash and willow hedgerow trees.

· Dense, tree-lined streams and ditches dominated by pollarded willows and poplars.

· Small to medium-sized nucleated villages.
[image: image5.jpg]



Figure 3 :.  Mature oak boundary trees are a significant feature of the landscape character in the locale. These trees, alongside the western portion of Vendee Drive, are in the transitional landscape between the small, enclosed fields of the Clay Vale pasture landscape and the Wooded Estatelands arable landscape. These are key features to be retained, protected and enhanced with new stocks added to ensure the continuation of the landscape character beyond the life cycle of individual specimen trees.
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Derived from the most recent Landscape Character Assessment provided by OWLS, the key landscape elements that contribute to the landscape quality of the locale are:
Generally:

Hedgerows

Hedgerow Trees [Oak / Ash / Willow ]

Small to Medium Sized Field Pattern

Well-wooded landscape

Small to medium sized nucleated villages

Dense, tree-lined streams and ditches dominated by pollarded willows and poplars.

Specifically: 

Alchester Roman Town [Scheduled Ancient Monument ]

Wendlebury Road [Roman ]

Chesterton Conservation Area

Grade  II Listed Buildings [Langford Park Farmhouse ; Oxford Lodge ; Bridge nr. Oxford Lodge]

Landscape Effects

The landscape effects upon each the salient landscape elements that comprise the special landscape character of the locale are addressed individually as follows

Hedgerows
It is inevitable that there will be some minor negative landscape impacts upon the hedgerow boundaries associated with the development site, as new access points will need to be made. All of the hedgerows are subject to the Hedgerow Regulations (1997) and amelioration of the small scale changes can be achieved within the site, including the closure and planting of the existing access. The opportunity to protect and enhance the health, stature and appearance of the historic hedgerows whilst preserving the hedgerow pattern are potential opportunities for positive landscape effects, including by planting and managing new hedgerow trees. However, the overall landscape impact upon the hedgerows will be slightly adverse initially, with a gradual improvement over time as the new plantings and restocks begin to mature.
Hedgerow Trees

The arboricultural report for the site demonstrates that the site boundaries are impoverished in terms of good quality trees with a long term future. Most of the existing hedgerow trees are actually overgrown coppice that have begun to assert themselves as trees owing to poor management of the field boundaries. As a result they are mostly multi-stemmed and frequently feature structural defects that make them unsuitable for very long term retention.
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The design statement for the proposed development sets out clear objectives for a long-term strategy to revitalised and rejuvenate the existing hedgerows with the addition of new native standard stocks (predominantly Quercus robur), that will be managed as the next generation of large boundary trees, in keeping with the prevailing landscape character.

Given that the existing hedgerow standards are partially derelict and have only asserted themselves as a result of relaxed management of the hedgerows, vigorous and appropriate new stocks of good form will have a slightly beneficial effect on this element of the landscape as well as beneficial effects upon the hedgerows and the overall aesthetic of Wendlebury Road.
Small to Medium Sized Field Pattern
As with the hedgerows, other than where new access points need to be created, the pre-existing site boundaries will be respected. As such, the grain of the landscape will be unchanged, and much of the external appearance will also be retained and improved, particularly from locations on the southern and eastern perimeters of the site. However, the fields themselves will be lost to 'agriculture' as a result of the change in land use, albeit as part of a planned and allocated strategy. The impact of the changes will not be widely felt in the locale and as such the adverse landscape impact will only be slight. The practical loss of 'agriculture' is accepted as part of Policy Bicester 10, and it is clear that the Phase One development site has not been in agricultural use for many years.
Well-wooded landscape 
The proposed development will contribute to the appearance of a well-wooded landscape through better management of the existing boundaries to create higher, denser and healthier hedgerows with larger standard trees. In addition, new trees will be planted to establish better landscape specimens in the long term. The improved management and stature of the existing boundaries will have a slight beneficial landscape impact.
Small to medium sized nucleated villages
 Chesterton and Wendlebury are the nearest villages and they are too distant from the site to receive either adverse or beneficial landscape impacts as a result of the proposed landscape changes associated with the development.
Dense tree-lined streams and ditches dominated by pollarded willows and poplars

There is a fine example of this landscape element situated 400m to the east of the proposed development site. The stream is an eventual tributary of the River Ray some miles to the south and it is characterised by a dense and complete line of willow pollards that run along the western bank of the stream. To the east of the stream is a small nature reserve with a variety of pools and ephemeral scrapes designed to make attractive habitat for birds. The site is equipped with bird-watching hides and is well managed by a local ornithological society. There will be a very slight adverse / negligible landscape character impact upon the tree-lined stream and the associated reserve.
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In relation to specific elements within the landscape character area:
Alchester Roman Town, Scheduled Ancient Monument

There are no landscape impacts upon the setting of the Alchester Roman Town Scheduled Ancient Monument.
The proposed development is adjacent to the designated site of the Scheduled Monument and 400m distant from the edge of the walled town of Alchester Roman Settlement which forms the central feature of the Monument.

Clear remnants of the rectilinear roads and earthworks characteristic of the organisation of Roman settlement design extend from the walled town in all directions (see fig 4. Of Cotswold Archaeology Report). Much of the "setting" of the Walled Town is included within the irregularly shaped boundary of the Scheduled Monument which extends up to 500m around the town and includes a range of outlying features associated with the settlement. 

Consideration must be given to how far beyond the boundary of the Scheduled Monument the unique "setting" of the wider site extends. For example, Wendlebury Road extends beyond the edge of the Scheduled Monument and yet it is a contemporary Roman feature that extends through the centre of the proposed development site. The Settings Assessment carried out by Cotswold Archaeology is instructive in the matter of the Landscape Character effects upon the Scheduled Monument. In relation to this element, the assessment, "identified no overriding heritage constraints that would preclude development."

In terms of observable features above ground, the pattern of some key boundaries, roads and roadside ditches have remained unchanged since Roman times as a result of continuous use into modern times. However, the appearance and character of these features have been changed substantially.
In terms of visual and landscape experience, there are no observable features above ground that the lay person could identify as clearly Roman in origin. Even Wendlebury Road, which is the most pronounced manifestation of the Roman layout, is not immediately identifiable without the aid of a large scale map. 

Opportunities for interpretation will increase the significance of the site and considerably improve the legibility of the remains to the lay observer.  
Wendlebury Road [Roman Road]

Wendlebury Road passes immediately adjacent to the development site. Its appearance is typical of any minor country road, with large hedges on either side and a tarmac surface with some muddy potholes at the edges. However, the route has been in existence since Roman times and the route which served the Roman Town of Alchester lies beneath the modern day construction of the road. 

    12
The hedgerows alongside the adjacent boundary are to be restored and restocked in order to make them healthier and to provide a denser visual screen of the development. This will preserve some of the rural character of Wendlebury Road. The section of the road most affected is the busiest portion, between Vendee Drive and the Bicester Avenue development. Some of the rural character of the road will be lost, which will have a slight adverse landscape impact in the immediate vicinity.
Chesterton Village Conservation Area

There are no landscape impacts upon the Chesterton Conservation Area.

Grade II Listed Buildings & Structures

There are no landscape impacts upon the Grade II Listed Buildings and Structures: Langford Park Farmhouse ; Oxford Lodge or the Bridge at Oxford Lodge, which lie within the environs of the site. 

These Landscape Receptors are sufficiently far removed from the proposed development site and are not sensitive to landscape effects associated with the proposed changes.
Tranquillity

The tranquillity of the wider landscape is already denigrated by heavy regional road traffic on the A41 and rail infrastructure, as well as a substantial amount of military air traffic. The cumulative effect is a constant background noise with rising and falling disturbances periodically superimposed. 
Mitigation

The changing landscape of the Bicester Area Strategy has completely altered the landscape character of the parts of the development area nearer to Bicester that are already well developed. Aside from the inclusion of a generous amount of amenity street tree planting throughout the new developments, there are very few clues or allusions to the former land use or landscape character of places that have been built on. 

The Bicester Gateway development is situated at the very southern edge of the Bicester Area Strategy, and as such the more sensitive approach to maintaining and enhancing the best of the landscape features that contribute to the existing landscape character are entirely appropriate. 

This creates a transition between the harder and more densely urban Townscape and New Townscape to the north and the open countryside to the south. The road bridge where the road to Chesterton passes over the A41 dual-carriageway demarcates the edge of the countryside, but also represents a gateway into the changed and changing landscape of the Strategy Area for people arriving from the south-west.
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Facing towards the A41 in a key location, the landscape design of the proposed Bicester Gateway development is an important expression of the prestige of the wider development area. It is therefore right that it should appear and be presented as an entrance gateway rather than a back door.

On the other hand, the proposed development is pressed up against the rural landscape edge and a Scheduled Ancient Monument of national importance. Therefore, the proposed treatment of the southern and eastern boundaries to create healthier and larger traditional hedgerow boundaries with standard trees, is equally appropriate to the opposite face of the scheme.

Opportunities around the site are presented for the planting and management of new standard trees that will become the mature, spreading boundary trees of the next generation and will continue to mark the transition in the landscape between town and countryside.

Overall Landscape Impact

In conclusion, the overall the Landscape Character Impacts associated with the development site are assessed as being Slightly Adverse. However, there are positive effects associated with the changes to landscape character and opportunities for mitigation also.
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Visibility in the Landscape
Topography

The landscape of the Upper Thames Clay Vale is broad and flat with gentle undulations nowhere much in excess of 5 metres in variance. The same is true of the Alluvial Lowlands to the south, and although to the north-west, the land begins to roll in a little more pronounced fashion in the Wooded Estatelands, the effect is not local enough to provide any vantage point with a view towards the development site. 
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Figure 4 :  The Zone of Visual Influence (ZVI) is depicted in blue. Views of the new development are possible from locations within the "visual envelope" delineated by the ZVI. The are 28 numbered Visual Response (VR) locations, which correspond to the images of these views in Appendix 1. 
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The isolated point of potential vantage within the otherwise flat landscape is Graven Hill. However, the crown of the hill is densely covered in mature woodland which prevents a view out, with only its lower slopes open as pasture. Moreover, Graven Hill is situated at the centre of an extensive Ministry of Defence Ordnance Facility and as such affords no public access to those slightly elevated views. The closest approaches to views from Graven Hill that can be gained by the public are recorded as VRs 3 & 4. 

In a landscape with so little natural undulation, even relatively small manmade hills and embankments can have a pronounced effect on visual permeability. There are two such examples within the study area. One is where the A41 south of Bicester, heading east-south-east / west-north-west, rises upon a large embankment in order to cross over the railway ( London Marylebone  - Oxford Line ). The substantial earthwork ramps are covered with dense young woodland on both sides of the carriageway, which further increases the limiting effect that they have upon long distant views in the landscape. These dense belts of woodland also prevent the artificially raised ground from functioning as vantage points for views over the wider landscape. The only gap in the woodland belt occurs where the road bridge crosses the railway line. This is experienced by drivers as a glimpse only. The location is too hazardous and inaccessible for pedestrians. The view is recorded as VR 1.
To the south of the study area, the A41 approaches Bicester heading north-west away from the M40, and passes under a bridge that carries a small local road between Wendlebury & Chesterton. However, to allow for HGVs and other large vehicles to pass beneath the bridge is approximately 10m in height. Owing to the flat landscape, it is accessed via equally substantial earthwork ramps at either end. This artificial, elongated hill is covered with semi-mature trees which further increase the height and limit the visual permeability of the landscape along a line running south-east to north-west. The only gaps in the woodland cover occur where the road bridge traverses the two separate northbound and southbound carriageways of the A41. These views are represented by VRs 9 & 10.

 The traditional landscape in the locale is characterised by small and medium sized enclosed fields, often with large ancient hedgerows and mature boundary trees (frequently oaks). The small field sizes mean that visual boundaries occur within the landscape more frequently giving an enclosed appearance to the predominantly pasture fields. Also as a result of this density of hedgerow boundaries, the landscape appears more densely wooded than it actually is because of the visual foreshortening concertina effects.
For such a large site, the Zone of Visual Influence (ZVI) is comparatively constrained. This is due to the flat nature of the landscape which provides few elevated vantage points and the abundance of large hedgerows and mature trees.
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Figure 5 : This detail from the view from Graven Hill ( VR 4 ) shows how the compound effect of several rows of hedges with mature trees creates a very effective visual screen in this low lying landscape.

To the west of the A41, much of this pronounced visual enclosure has been eroded, where the land has been turned to arable uses. As the landscape character transforms from the Clay Vale into the Wooded Estatelands, the land use changes from pasture to arable farming with a corresponding reduction in the size and stature of the hedgerows, which in turn leads to a higher degree of visual permeability. Some of the longest views towards the development site are obtained from the western side because of the open nature of the arable landscape. 

The need to keep the numerous power line way-leaves in the landscape free of trees means that this infrastructure creates visual corridors that admit internal views across the landscape, revealing industrial, farming, infrastructure and retail sites that could otherwise be occluded.

The single most important set of visual constraints upon the ZVI do not arise from the natural landscape elements, but from the extensive area of new development that is progressing apace across a wide tranche of land to the south-west of Bicester, centred upon the A41 transport corridor. The extensive new settlement of Kingsmere drastically limits views in towards the development site through an entire quadrant from north-west around to north-east, whilst current and ongoing building work continues to place additional visual limits on the internal landscape of the A41 corridor.
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Figure 6 : New Tree Avenues with advanced planting stock have been set out along the main pedestrian and road routes on the periphery of the new Kingsmere development. There are also a large number of new amenity tree plantings in the amenity landscape surrounding the large balancing pond. As they mature, all of these trees will have a pronouncedly enclosing and compartmentalising effect on the internal landscape around Kingsmere.
The landscape is in transition and the changes are occurring at a rapid pace. The ZVI for this project has been revised once as a result of new building work completely altering the views, and it is expected that the ZVI will continue to reduce as more development works are completed on adjacent land. Most notably, the development of the new school site and the provision of new sports facilities are expected to obstruct views towards the development, and additionally, these new elements in the landscape will bring their own visual screening and amelioration measures.
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Visual Effects

The visual effects have been assessed in accordance with the GLVIA3 guidance. A ZVI (Zone of Visual Influence ), has been prepared (see map Figure 4), that ascertains the full "visual envelope" of locations in the surrounding landscape from which the potential development could be seen. It is the result of a detailed manual survey of all publicly accessible locations. Because of limits to public access, in this case particularly on military land, the survey has been completed using projections supplemented from topographical map data.
The ZVI demonstrates that the existing landscape has a tendency to limit public views. There are comparatively few Public Rights of Way (PRoWs) and, moreover the flat and enclosed agricultural landscape with mature hedgerows limits distant views at ground level. This effect is pronounced to the east and south of the site, but less so to the west, where hedgerows are lower because of the arable farming use.
The proposed development is not visible from within the boundary of the Scheduled Ancient Monument and the field boundaries, chicken farm and raised embankment (bridge over A41) prevent any inter-visibility between the Phase 1 development and the Scheduled Ancient Monument.
Potential mitigation measures may create additional positive effects by preventing or ameliorating the views of elements within the landscape which already bestow adverse effects.

The reinforcement planting of the hedgerows around the southern edge of the development will help to give a defined edge to the SAM site.
Positive as well as negative visual effects are associated with the development proposal:

· Additional landscaping in keeping with the native vegetation and character of the locale

· Occlusion of unsightly infrastructure 

· Occlusion of views of industrial farming and sewerage treatment, retail and power infrastructure.
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Mitigation 
Many of the short-range glimpses that are available into the site from Wendlebury Road are obtained through gaps in the hedgerows that have fallen into disrepair. As such, rejuvenation of these native landscape features can be employed to further ameliorate adverse visual impacts. 

Some of the longer range partial views and glimpses that occur into the site from Graven Hill have been caused by the openness forced upon the existing site by the power line way-leaves. There are clear opportunities to achieve partial or full amelioration of these views given the change in nature of the development site which will no longer have an imperative need for openness because of the electrical infrastructure upon it. 

Potential Positive Effects

The proposed development site presents various multi-faceted opportunities for a combined system of water-management with the promotion and / or re-introduction of landscape elements appropriate to the locale which will also serve to ameliorate negative visual effects. These features will have ecological and recreation / access / health benefits also.

Opportunities for public art and interpretation will help to enhance the significance and understanding of the Roman archaeology close to the site, for example as part of the hotel garden.

• Conservation and enhancement of the setting of Alchester Roman Town, Scheduled Ancient Monument and the setting out of opportunities to better reveal its significance

• The provision of public art to enhance the quality of the place, legibility and identity

In addition, Bicester Policy 10 provides a number of points relating to the preferred design outcome for the site that pertain particularly to landscape and visual considerations:

• Proposals should comply with Policy ESD16.

 • Open Space – structured open spaces and planting that provide a strong

landscape setting, support SUDs and improvements to the microclimate.

 • A high quality design and finish, with careful consideration given to layout,

architecture, materials and colourings and careful consideration given to building

heights to reduce overall visual impact.
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• Structural planting and landscape proposals within the site to include retention of

existing trees and hedgerows, the enhancement, restoration or creation of 

wildlife corridors, and to limit visual impact of new buildings and car parking on 

the existing character of the site and its surroundings.
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Conclusions
This assessment has taken into account a range of overriding factors such as:

· The prevailing planning policy (10), under which this proposed development forms part of a wider allocated development area;

· The reduced susceptibility of the locale to negative visual and landscape impacts as a result of pre-existing impacts associated with the A41 transport corridor and visual disturbance arising from moving traffic on the highway;

· The rapidly changing environs which are altering the visual and perceptual qualities of the landscape as the development of Kingsmere continues to expand.

· The need for, and benefits of, repairing the local hedgerows around the site.

This assessment has also taken into account the specific impacts upon a wide range of visual responses (VRs) and landscape character responses (LRs). 

All of the responses are of a slight or moderate nature. 

Moderate effects are recorded mostly in very close proximity to the site where they are amplified by the "point blank" range of the proposed landscape and visual changes.

Beneficial as well as adverse responses are observed as expected effects arising from the development.

The overall Landscape Impacts associated with the development are cumulatively assessed as Slightly Adverse. 

The overall Visual Impacts associated with the development are cumulatively assessed as Slightly Adverse.
These conclusions reflect a low, acceptable level of landscape and visual impact in the context of the development area proposed by Policy Bicester 10. 
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