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LANDSCAPE CHARACTER TYPES

INTRODUCTION

The methodology applied to the assessment of the landscape character
of the District was based on the widely recognised Countryside
Commission approach, as set out in CCP423, "Landscape Assessment
- A Countryside Commission Approach".  This has subsequently been
adapted and refined by Landscape Design Associates during, and as a
result of several Regional, County and District-wide assessments.

Broadly, the methodology follows three steps; firstly, collection and
review of data as a desk study, giving a general preliminary indication
of landscape character areas or types; secondly, a period of field study
re c o rding both objective data and subjective responses to the
landscape itself and testing the draft character areas; and thirdly, an
analysis and description of the collected information in the form of
the report, with recommendations such as landscape guidelines or
planning policy guidance, as required.
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The Wold Tops Landscape forms an elevated undulating dissected
plateau.  The physical landform owes its characteristics to the thickly
bedded, more or less horizontal strata of oolitic limestones.  Surface
water is not evident in this landscape. 

Generally topography is flat to gently undulating with gentle convex
slopes which steepen dramatically and form a distinct edge dissected
by the incised Secluded Valleys landscape type.  The upland landscape
is attenuated in many places to form long gently undulating
ridgelines, with the divided and sub-divided valleys cutting into the
upland plain and marked by distinct valley heads.  

The area north of the River Frome Valley, i.e. east of Stroud and north
of Chalford, is the most dissected part of the Wold Tops landscape.
South of the River Frome Valley and south of the Nailsworth and
Cam Valleys, the Wold Tops stretch south-east in an extensive plateau-
like landscape which forms the dip slope of the Cotswolds.

Landform and Context
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reinforcing local character. Where the traditional materials have not
been employed for building construction, these buildings tend to be
very noticeable and have a visually detracting effect. Larger buildings
as at the old airfield at Aston Down are very prominent in this open
gently undulating landscape, as are large agricultural sheds. In places
lines of electricity pylons form an intrusive element.

Small disused quarries now often support clumps of trees and blend
with the generally broken pattern of woodland through the landscape
type. However, in some places these small quarries have become sites
for fly-tipping and informal dumping of waste materials creating eye
sores and decreasing environmental quality.

Roman roads are a feature of this landscape and barrows are scattered
throughout the area.

This expansive upland landscape with long distance open views has a
sense of remoteness from built up areas. It is unified, being fairly
simple in the pattern of land use types, and has a well managed
character. When travelling along the minor roads with their old dry
stone walls, unspoilt grassland verges and variety of wild flowers, this
can be an inspirational landscape. In areas where arable farming
predominates and the fields are of large size, there is a sense of a prairie
type landscape. Long distance views can be satisfying, broken with
clumps of trees and shelterbelts, and where well-managed mixed
woodland and the parkland estate landscape are evident, the variety of
characters is visually satisfying.

Sensitivity to Change
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There are two areas within the District which can be identified as the
Rolling Valleys landscape character type.  The largest area occurs in the
north-east stretching from Whiteway to Sudgrove.  The second area
occurs in parts of the Avening Valley complex coming within the
south-east edge of the Stroud District boundary.

The Rolling Valley landscape is characterised by convex sides with no
obvious break of slope from the undulating landscape of the Wold
Tops.  The valley heads are often indistinct, but the valleys proper are
characterised by steep lower slopes often with interlocking rounded
spurs.  

Landform and Context
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ROLLING VALLEYS

Sensitivity to Change

The Rolling Valleys landscape is to some extent protected by its
topographic character but the diversity of habitats including
unimproved grasslands and  wetland, and traditional small scale
woodland, could be seriously jeopardised by any drastic change of
land management.  These valleys are therefore sensitive to any large
scale change of use or development, and given the importance of the
matrix of habitats supported within them, are deserving of protection.

Human Response

The Rolling Valleys form secluded sheltered landscapes within the
more open exposed Wold Tops.  They have an air of seclusion and
where the traditional wet pastures exist, there is a richness in the
diversity of landscape.
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This landscape type occurs extensively throughout the District.  It is
bounded to the north-west by the Escarpment landscape type and
forms an intricate matrix of interlocking fingers with the Wold Tops
landscape type to the east and south.  

The Secluded Valleys are deeply incised into the Cotswolds plateau
and vary in places from narrow, steep-sided valleys, of almost V-
shaped profile, to the more eroded open complex of the Painswick and
Slad Valley area.  Typically these steep sided valleys have a concave
profile with upper slopes forming an abrupt break with the Wold Tops
landscape beyond.  Formed by a dendritic river system, there are many
small tributary side valleys divided by spurs of higher land. 

The valleys of the southern part of the District are less complex and
shorter with the streams issuing directly on to the Severn Vale through
broad breaks in the escarpment as at Alderley and Dursley. The valleys
created by the River Frome catchment are far more complex, although
still characterised by the typical landform described above.  

The area north of Stroud covered by the Painswick and Slad Valleys
has a distinct character of its own.  These parallel valleys have created
a broader basin which is evident when viewed from the surrounding
higher land; the ridges between having been vigorously eroded to
more rounded profiles.  Sometimes upstanding knolls and spurs
marked by prominent trees are left between the wider, shallower slopes
which occur at the valley junctions.

Landform and Context
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The Secluded Valleys support a variety of settlement patterns and
include some of the most densely populated areas within the District.
The distribution of settlements reflects the topography and drainage,
and in the rural areas settlement tends to be concentrated towards the
valley rims or to exploit the gentler valley slopes.  

Often the springline is a location for medieval manor houses and
associated villages, while small mills and cottages are located in the
bottoms of the smaller valleys.   These smaller settlements are both
clustered and linear, and are generally secluded and very attractive.  

Larger settlements occur at strategic locations as on the high land at
Painswick, and throughout the Stroud and Nailsworth valleys where
they have grown up around industry centred on the fast flowing
s t reams.   Although the textile industry based on the former
production of wool has declined, many engineering and fabrication
industries persist.  

The industrial heritage of these urban and rural valleys is significant,
with fine mill buildings both in stone and brick in evidence along the
valley bottoms flanking the rivers and the Stroud canals.  Modern
i n d u s t ry utilises both traditional and contemporary buildings,
although the latter are often unsightly and out of character within the
setting of pastures and woodland.

More recent development has significantly spread up the valley slopes
in many locations, and is visually prominent over considerable
distances.  This has occurred at Cashes Green, Paganhill and
Whiteshill, at Uplands and along the Bisley Road by Stroud.  Further
development at locations such as Eastcombe and Bussage by the
Toadsmoor Valley has spread up the valley sides and on to the Wold
Tops, bearing little relationship to traditional settlement patterns.  

Settlement and Vernacular Character
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Landform and Context

The scarp slope of the Cotswolds forms a major landscape feature
running through the District from near Brockworth, southwards to
the District's boundary with South Gloucestershire, near Hillesley.  It
forms an abrupt face of Jurassic limestone and Lias clay rising in a
concave profile from the plain below, the slope steepening towards the
top edge.  In some areas outcrops of exposed rock occur.

The scarp face is outward looking, elevated and exposed.  The slopes
are typically steep, irregular and indented by stream gullies and
coombes.  In places there are broader breaches in the escarpment
where streams draining the Cotswold hills issue onto the Severn Plain.
Where this occurs, as at Stonehouse where the River Frome flows out
from the Stroud valleys, and at Dursley where the headwaters of the
River Cam drain the hillslopes, the escarpment recedes in more gentle
slopes.  At Dursley, and further north by Gloucester, portions of the
Escarpment have been separated from the main face, creating outliers,
or isolated hills formed by the downward cutting action of the
streams.  These steep sided, flat-topped hills, capped with horizontal
layers of Oolite, create dramatic profiles and are locally distinctive
landmarks, often topped with small woods. 
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Settlement Pattern and Vernacular

isolated oak or ash trees standing in fields of pasture or marking the
line of small streams and spring lines.

At the foot of the Escarpment slope orchards form an element of the
traditional rural landscape, with many old pear and apple orchards in
the northern section around Upton St Leonards to Vinegar Hill near
Standish, and in the southern section between North Nibley and
Alderley.

Parkland is another important land use of the Escarpment slopes,
contributing to the rich and varied character of this landscape, as at
Prinknash, Stancombe and Alderley.

The steep topography of the Escarpment is generally unsuitable for
large scale settlement, although the small town of Wotton-under-Edge
occupies a broad shelf within the southern part of this landscape, and
other small settlements such as North Nibley and King's Stanley have
grown up on the gentler lower slopes.  

Smaller settlements nestle at the foot of the steeper slopes or are set
back just above the Escarpment top. These are mainly farmsteads,
small farming hamlets or groups of dwellings which have developed in
association with local quarrying or cider brewing industries.  Larger
manor houses and occasional villages are located on the upper slopes
at the springline, with the house and parkland taking advantage of the
long views.

Few roads climb the face of the Escarpment, but generally run along
both the top and the bottom, linking the settlements in these
locations.  W h e re the larger valleys interrupt the scarp, larger
settlements have grown up, but these are generally found within the
adjoining landscape types of the Secluded Valleys and the Rolling
Agricultural Plain.
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Sensitivity to Change

The main sensitivities of this landscape type relate directly to the land
use, its visual character being dependent upon the continuation of
traditional land management regimes, including rough grazing, and
woodland management.  Cessation or reduction of rough grazing will
a l l ow increasing encroachment of bracken and scru b b i n g - ove r,
resulting in more extensive woodland cover.  However, recreation
pressures are increasing; from walking, cycling, horse riding, and hang
gliding.  At beauty spots and popular viewpoints, pressures are
particularly intense and there is a need for car parking and other
facilities.  Further carefully sited and well designed parking areas, such
as that at Coaley Peak are desirable.  

Ecologically the Escarpment is a very important landscape and its
continued richness and importance depends upon the maintenance of
a mosaic of varied habitats which can be achieved through careful
monitoring and the continuing use of traditional land management
techniques.  

Because of its physical characteristic as a vantage point over much of
the District, the Escarpment is of major significance in its relationship
to the lower lying areas to the west and north-west.  There are
particular sensitivities therefore relating to changes of land use and the
development in the areas below.
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