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1.0 Introduction 

1.1 Thirston Neighbourhood Plan is being prepared by a Steering Group consisting of 
representatives from the Parish Council.  The Neighbourhood Area was formally agreed by 
Northumberland County Council on 2nd January 2018 and is shown on the map below: 

 

Figure 1: Neighbourhood Area for Thirston Neighbourhood Plan 

 

1.2 Thirston Parish is situated just north of Morpeth and close to the Northumberland Coast.  It is 
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bi-sected by the A1.  The Parish includes the villages of West Thirston, East Thirston, Eshott 
and Burgham and includes a number of outlying farmsteads and hamlets.  The larger village 
of Felton is directly adjacent to West Thirston, on the north bank of the River Coquet and 
provides a number of services and facilities to people in Thirston Parish, but is not within the 
Neighbourhood Area.  There is a small airfield (Eshott Airfield), and a number of rural 
businesses also within the Neighbourhood Area including the Northumberland Zoo, caravan 
and holiday parks, Bywell Shooting Ground, Burgham Golf Club and other recreational 
facilities.  There is also a woodland burial site.  

1.3 This report provides an overview of the planning policy context, contextual information about 
the Neighbourhood Area, and a review of the community engagement exercises that have 
been carried out so far.  The report then identifies key areas that are ‘planning’ matters, and 
areas that are ‘non-planning’ matters, which can be dealt with through a Community Projects 
Plan forming an appendix to the neighbourhood plan.    

1.4 Based on an overall assessment of the comments received through the consultation processes 
undergone so far in the local community the report then proposes ideas towards building on 
the vision and set of objectives already identified by the group to identify potential planning 
policy areas in relation to each objective and gives advice on further evidence that could be 
gathered (where needed) to support potential policies in those areas.  

2.0 Issues and Themes 

Population and Housing 

2.1 Thirston is a Parish with a population of 513 people (at 2011 census).  29% of the population 
in this area are over the age of 65 (compared to a County wide average of 23.1%), with just 
over 13% being between the ages of 0 – 15.  

2.2 Most of the population is concentrated in West Thirston.  The other main settlements in the 
parish are East Thirston, Eshott and Burgham Park.    

2.3 Local consultation undertaken so far on the neighbourhood plan revealed that there is strong 
opposition locally to housing proposals on the edge of Thirston, outside the existing 
settlement boundary.   

2.4 There are two caravan parks in the parish:  Bockenfield Caravan Park (which has permission 
for 200 plots some of which are occupied on a permanent basis) and Felmoor Caravan Park 
which has over 70 plots and also anecdotally has a number of permanent residents.  Recent 
planning approvals to extend the period during which lodges and caravans can be occupied 
has made them more likely to be used for permanent occupation.  

2.5 There are just under 8% of dwellings with ‘no residents’ in the Parish (Census 2011), which 
implies there could be in the region of 18 homes used as second homes or holiday homes as 
at the 2011 census.  This figure could now be higher.  

2.6 A number of sites have been put forward in the village of Thirston as part of the ‘call for sites’ 
by Northumberland County Council as part of their Strategic Housing Land Availability 
Assessment (SHLAA).  These sites are shown on the map on the next page. There is significant 
pressure for more housing development on the periphery of Thirston.   

2.7 Paragraph 65 of the National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) requires ‘strategic policies’ 
(contained in a Local Plan produced by the County Council) to set out a housing requirement 
for designated Neighbourhood Areas which reflects the overall strategy for the pattern and 
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scale of development, and any relevant allocations.   

2.8 Policy HOU3 in the emerging Northumberland Local Plan sets out housing requirements for 
Neighbourhood Areas in Northumberland.  The Thirston Neighbourhood Area which lies in the 
Central Delivery Area is expected to deliver 0 new houses over the Northumberland Local Plan 
period.  There are no housing allocations proposed in the Thirston Neighbourhood Area 
although there is one site with permission for housing identified at Burgham Park. 

 

 

Figure 2: SHLAA sites identified in Thirston Parish (from interactive map) 

Site 
Number 

Site Name Reason for unsuitability1 

3104 Thirston 
House 
Gardens 

Access to site is via a Grade II listed entrance on a dangerous bend -
increased traffic would prejudice road safety. Greenfield site, within 
conservation area with mature trees, surrounded by a area of high 
landscape value. 

9335 Land East of 
Waterside 
Farm 

Large greenfield site to the south east of settlement and outside of 
the settlement boundary. Dwellings to far north west boundary with 
agricultural land to all aspects. South eastern corner of site is 
impacted by area of flood risk (zone 3a) and would need to be 
mitigated. Site crossed by electricity cables. Topography would not 
be a restriction to development. Highways infrastructure is likely to 
need improvement to support a site of this size, and whilst unlikely 

                                                      
1 As identified in the SHLAA Sites Summary Assessment Schedule (NCC) (2019) 
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to be prohibitive, capacity and access from the B6345 will need 
further investigation. The peripheral setting means that it is 
considered development would have a significant impact on 
character and setting and the site would not be suitable for a 
residential scheme  

9123 Land East of 
Greycroft 

Greenfield site to south west of settlement, currently utilised 
for agricultural land. Outside of the settlement boundary. 
Established residential uses to northern boundary with further 
agricultural land to east and south. It is likely that 
improvements would be necessary to highway infrastructure 
in order to support any development, including to address 
capacity and access issues. Topography would not prohibit 
development. Being to east of B6345, the land does feel 
somewhat isolated and detached. Due to the location, and 
given the context, setting and scale of the settlement, 
residential development is not considered suitable  

9334  Land North of 
Glenshotton 

Large greenfield site in a peripheral location to the south of 
West Thirston and sitting outside the settlement. Outside of 
the settlement boundary. Agricultural land to all boundaries. 
Given the size of the site improvements are likely to be 
necessary to highway infrastructure to upgrade capacity and 
access from B634 - this will need to be further explored. Site 
topography would not limit development. Given the location 
outside of the settlement it is considered that development 
would have a significant impact on character and setting and 
the site would not be suitable for a residential scheme  

 

2.9 The above four sites on the periphery of West Thirston are identified as being ‘unsuitable’ for 
housing.  There are a number of other sites around the parish that have been put forward but 
are also deemed to be unsuitable for housing.  The only exception to this is Land at Burgham 
Park, which is a site that has permission for 14 dwellings.   

2.10 An application on site reference 9123 (Land East of Greycroft) was refused in July 2018 
(planning reference 17/04290/OUT).  The land is currently subject to an appeal and a decision 
is still awaited.  

2.11 An approval was given in CM20107700 for a range of developments at Burgham, including 70 
holiday lets approved at Burgham.  The issue in relation to this site is ongoing and could 
present the provision of further housing in the future, as some of the units are likely to be 
used for permanent occupancy.   

The Local Economy 

2.12 The local economy consists largely of rural businesses such as agriculture, forestry, fishing, 
shooting, equestrian, golf, environmental services (landscaping etc).  Larger businesses in the 
area are the Northumberland Zoo, Bywell Shooting Ground and the Eshott Airfield.  There is a 
woodland burial site (Northumbrian Woodland Burials) and an application has recently been 
submitted for a crematorium on land at the woodland burials site.  Tourism is also a significant 
part of the local economy with a good quantity of accommodation (lodges, caravans, and 
holiday cottages) as well as ‘higher end’ tourism accommodation provided by places such as 
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Eshott Hall and the Northumberland Arms.  The proximity of the parish to the Northumberland 
Coast as well as the easy access from the A1, makes the parish an attractive place to stay for 
visitors to Northumberland. 

Heritage  

2.13 Heritage is highly valued by the community in Thirston Parish.  There are a number of listed 
buildings and a Conservation Area in West Thirston.  Eshott village is an unspoiled ‘estate 
village’ and the historic landscape around West Thirston is interesting.  

2.14 Below is an extract from the Historic Landscape Character map which is available on the 
Northumberland County Council website.  The red areas are pre-1860s settlements; areas of 
housing which appear on the first edition Ordnance Survey maps.  The yellow area is the 
airfield, and the blue areas are historic agricultural, and parcelled into distinctive areas.  The 
green areas are late 19th century woodland; an area of woodland planted in the second half 
of the 19th century.  The map can be viewed online at: 
http://northumberland.maps.arcgis.com/apps/webappviewer/index.html?id=f20c21691ba3
4283814b4013d516c340/ 

 

Figure 3:  Extract from Historic Landscape Character Maps - NCC 

2.15 There are a number of listed buildings in the Neighbourhood Area (see map below – the red 
squares are Grade II listed buildings and the blue square is a Grade II* listed building.  Most of 
these are concentrated in the village of Thirston although a number of the outlying farmsteads 
are also listed.  There are two Scheduled Monuments: Eshott Castle fortified house and Felton 
Old Bridge (which is half in Thirston Parish, and half in Felton Parish).  

2.16 Thirston has a Conservation Area but there is at present no detailed Conservation Area 

http://northumberland.maps.arcgis.com/apps/webappviewer/index.html?id=f20c21691ba34283814b4013d516c340/
http://northumberland.maps.arcgis.com/apps/webappviewer/index.html?id=f20c21691ba34283814b4013d516c340/
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Character Appraisal document which would give useful guidance on design, important views, 
and identify the significance and character of the Thirston Conservation Area.   In the absence 
of this, it may be possible to seek advice from the Conservation Team at Northumberland 
County Council on whether there is any available evidence in relation to the Conservation Area 
that could be useful in forming planning policy for the area.  There are no specific issues 
identified by the Parish Council in relation to the conservation area and it is advised that this 
may not be a policy area to be pursued in the Neighbourhood Plan.  

 

Figure 4:  Historic environment (red squares Grade II listed buildings, blue squares Grade II* listed buildings, Brown 
square Scheduled Monument) SSSI shown along the river to the north 

The Natural Environment 

2.17 There are a number of protected areas in and directly adjacent to the Neighbourhood Area 
(see map above.  These can be investigated in further detail depending on whether the Plan 
has any proposals that could affect these areas.  

2.18 The national nature conservation designation in the Neighbourhood Area is The River Coquet 
and Coquet Valley Woodlands SSSI which extends along the whole northern boundary of the 
parish.  The dark green areas are the ‘unfavourable recovering’ areas and the pale green areas 
are the ‘favourable’ areas.  

2.19 Any proposals in the neighbourhood plan to designate sites for development close to this SSSI 
are likely to result in the need for a Strategic Environmental Assessment and potentially a 
Habitats Regulations Assessment, due to the proximity of this protected area.   

2.20 A ‘screening opinion’ should be sought from Northumberland County Council as to whether a 
SEA will be required once draft policies are proposed, and potential site allocations (if there 
are to be any) and settlement boundaries are defined.  The Plan will be assessed according to 
the requirements set out in regulation 9 of the Environmental Assessment of Plans and 



THIRSTON NEIGHBOURHOOD PLAN: STAGE 1 REPORT (APRIL 2019) 
 

April 2019 – Stage 1 report Thirston Neighbourhood Plan Steering Group 
 

8 

Programmes Regulations 2004.  Part of this assessment includes a requirement to consult the 
environmental assessment consultation bodies (Natural England, Historic England and the 
Environment Agency).  

2.21 A Screening Opinion under the Habitats Regulations should also be sought, as to whether a 
Habitats Regulations Assessment (HRA) will be required in relation to the neighbourhood plan.  
A Habitats Regulations Assessment, if required, would examine the likely impacts of the 
possible effects of the neighbourhood plan’s policies on the integrity of the Natura 2000 sites 
(SACs and SPAs). 

2.22 Local Green Spaces – A woodland area close to the Northumberland Arms in West Thirston is 
highly valued by community in Felton and West Thirston for its biodiversity value and 
landscape value within the village.  Within Eshott the village green which has a play area and 
is used for recreational purposes and community events.    

Landscape  

2.23 One of the key concerns about landscape is the desire to protect the valued landscapes around 
the settlements in the parish.  An Area of High Landscape Value is identified around West 
Thirston in the Castle Morpeth Local Plan (see map on p.10) but this is not proposed to be 
carried forward in the Northumberland Local Plan.   

Design 

2.24 Design and quality of design are considered to be important in the Neighbourhood Area, with 
many respondents to consultations citing it as an important consideration.  In particular the 
Steering Group and the local community wish to support design which respects the historic 
environment in the parish.   

2.25 Design that contributes to a strong sense of place could be supported in the Plan through an 
appropriate policy; it would need to be informed by a robust analysis of local character. 

Community, Leisure and Recreational Facilities 

2.26 Services in West Thirston village consist of the The Northumberland Arms, Thirston Garage 
and the village nursery (Pumpkin Pies).  The caravan parks have bars (Bockenfield and Felmoor 
Park) and a restaurant is available at Felmoor Park but these are largely used by residents.   
Burgham golf club is used by people in Burgham and users of the golf club.  

2.27 Many of the services and facilities valued by people in the community are located in Felton 
(the surgery, post office, first school, etc.).   

Transport and Connections 

2.28 Public transport provision consists of a regular bus service during the day which serves the 
local area.  There is no evening service.  The A1 which runs through the middle of the parish 
is to be upgraded within the neighbourhood plan period.  There is also a major interchange 
planned within the parish which could have impacts on the pressure for housing and 
additional business and employment development.  

2.29 St. Oswald’s Way, a national walking route, runs along the river in West Thirston.  

3.0 Public Consultation  

3.1 There has been consultation carried out by the Steering Group with local people, statutory 
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bodies and neighbouring parishes.   

3.2 Three consultation events were held in 2018.  There was broad support for the vision and 
objectives as drafted.  Based on this consultation, a number of issues were identified, some of 
which were ‘town planning’ matters, and some of which were matters more suitably 
addressed by the Parish Council through Community Actions which could be contained as an 
Appendix to the neighbourhood plan.  These issues related largely to highways matters (HGVs, 
concern about additional traffic once the A1 is dualled, the need for traffic calming etc.).  

4.0 Current Planning Policy  

Local Planning Framework (Local Development Plan) 

4.1 The current local planning policy framework for the Thirston Neighbourhood Plan area is the 
Castle Morpeth Local Plan (2003) which covers the whole of the Neighbourhood Area along 
with National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) and National Planning Practice Guidance 
(NPPG) at a national level.   The Proposals Map contained in the Castle Morpeth Local Plan 
contains detailed land designations for the Neighbourhood Area and for West Thirston. 

4.2 Policies C3 (Areas of High Landscape Value), C9 (Sites of Nature Conservation Importance, 
Local Nature Reserves and Regionally Important Geological or Geomorphological Sites), RE2 
(Renewable Energy) have been saved.  Policies applying specifically to West Thirston have all 
been saved.  

4.3 The maps on the following page are extracts from the Castle Morpeth Local Plan ‘proposals’ 
maps for land which is now in the Thirston Neighbourhood Area and the ‘inset’ for West 
Thirston.  The policies WTC1 (Settlement boundary), WTC2 (Areas of High Landscape Value), 
WTC3 (Sites of Special Scientific Interest and Wildlife Corridors) WTC4 and WTC5 
(Conservation Area) have all been ‘saved’ and so are extant at the time of writing this 
Neighbourhood Plan.  Policy C8 (about SSSIs) was not saved.  Policy C9, about Sites of Nature 
Conservation Importance, Local Nature Reserves and Regionally Important Geological or 
Geomorphological sites was saved.   

4.4 Three areas are identified in the Castle Morpeth Local Plan as being of local importance for 
nature conservation:  Catheugh Wood (Ancient Semi Natural Woodland), Felton Park Woods 
(Ancient Semi-Natural Woodland and SNCI (now termed a Local Wildlife and Geological Site) 
LWGS)) and Mouldshaugh Grassland (SNCI).  Some of these may be right on the edge of the 
Neighbourhood Area.  Further work is required to establish their exact whereabouts.  
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Figure 5: Extract from wider Proposals Map in Castle Morpeth Local Plan 

 

Figure 6:  Extract from 'inset' map for West Thirston from Castle Morpeth Local Plan 
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5.0 National Planning Policy Framework 

5.1 Guidance on neighbourhood planning, and its purposes can be found in the NPPF (Feb 2019). 
Paragraphs 29 and 30 of the NPPF state: 

‘Neighbourhood planning gives communities the power to develop a shared vision for their 
area. Neighbourhood plans can shape, direct and help to deliver sustainable development, by 
influencing local planning decisions as part of the statutory development plan. Neighbourhood 
plans should not promote less development than set out in the strategic policies for the area, 
or undermine those strategic policies.  

Once a neighbourhood plan has been brought into force, the policies it contains take 
precedence over existing non-strategic policies in a local plan covering the Neighbourhood 
Area, where they are in conflict; unless they are superseded by strategic or non-strategic 
policies that are adopted subsequently.’  

5.2 Strategic policies are contained in the existing development plan as referred to above. It would 
be sensible for the Thirston Plan to work in alignment with the emerging Local Plan for 
Northumberland, although this is not yet part of the development plan.  The development 
plan is at this stage still the Castle Morpeth Local Plan (2003).  

5.3 Paragraph 65 of the NPPF states: 

‘Strategic policy-making authorities should establish a housing requirement figure for their 
whole area, which shows the extent to which their identified housing need (and any needs that 
cannot be met within neighbouring areas) can be met over the plan period. Within this overall 
requirement, strategic policies should also set out a housing requirement for designated 
Neighbourhood Areas which reflects the overall strategy for the pattern and scale of 
development and any relevant allocations. Once the strategic policies have been adopted, 
these figures should not need re- testing at the neighbourhood plan examination, unless there 
has been a significant change in circumstances that affects the requirement.’   
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6.0 Vision, Objectives and Policy Areas for Thirston Neighbourhood Plan 

6.1 The vision identified by the Steering Group is set out below:  

‘Our vision for Thirston Parish is that we maintain the rural nature of our diverse 
small rural communities, recognising the architectural and environmental heritage 
that we enjoy, whilst embracing change that will enhance the lives of all 
parishioners.’ 

To achieve this vision, 6 objectives are suggested (not necessarily in this order): 

Objective 1:  The Built and Natural Environment  
 
‘To value the peaceful, beautiful nature of the rural setting of the parish, our objective is to ensure 
that new development conserves and respects the special feel of buildings, places, and wildlife 
across the parish.’ 
 
 
Potential Policy Areas: 
 
➔ Policy 1:  Settlement boundaries for West Thirston, Eshott. Policy to include design principles to 

apply to development within the settlement boundaries of East Thirston and Eshott (could be 
one policy for each settlement) 

➔ Policy 2: Nature Conservation Policy (River Coquet SSSI, Ancient Semi-Natural Woodland Sites 
and Sites of Importance for Nature Conservation already identified in CMLP) and wildlife corridor 

➔ Policy 3: Local Green Space policy 
 
Evidence needed: 
 
A methodology for defining settlement boundaries  
Decision as to which settlements should have boundaries and why 
Information about the River Coquet SSSI and the wildlife corridor along it and nature reserves 
Information about the natural environment in the parish from Natural England (MAGIC website) 
Group to complete template for LGS 
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Objective 2: The economy, employment and the community 
 
 ‘To build on the strong sense of community across the Parish our objective is to retain and support 
our facilities, local services and employment generating businesses providing they respect the 
special character of the area.  
 
Potential Policy Areas: 
 
➔ Policy 4: Business development (including expansion of existing business premises providing 

cumulative impact and impact on nearby businesses is carefully considered (e.g. 
Northumberland Country Zoo and Airfield) 

➔ Policy 5: Caravan and tourist accommodation developments in the Neighbourhood Area 
(proposal to limit further caravan/chalet development) 

 
Evidence needed: 
 
Business survey of businesses in the Parish.   
Evidence report to provide information about the number of caravans and lodges in the Parish (likely 
that they exceed the number of dwellings) 

 

7.0 Conclusions and next steps 

7.1 The suggested visions, objectives and potential policies are to be refined after further 
consultation by the Steering Group.  

7.2 It is suggested that the next stage of consultation is on the revised Vision, objectives, and 
policy areas (5 in total), along with site specific proposals (Local Green Spaces, settlement 
boundaries and identification of local wildlife sites in the parish).   

7.3 Suggested next steps: 

• Commence consultation with local businesses. 

• Determine settlement boundary designation for West Thirston, and Eshott using 
methodology provided 

• Provide evidence to support a policy to limit further caravan provision (how many have 
consent and impacts on local community and environment) 

• Produce a list of Local Green Spaces using the spreadsheet provided.   Inform landowners.  

• Compile a list of Community Projects for inclusion in an Appendix in the Plan (can be a 
separate document). 

 


