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Public Practice is a social enterprise with a mission to 
build the public sector’s capacity to improve the quality, 
equality and sustainability of places.

10% of the year-long placements is dedicated to a 
Learning & Development programme to share new 
knowledge and practice across Authorities. This resource 
is one of the outputs of this programme.



PLANNING WITH NATURE
Where could a landscape-led approach add value 
to the planning process?

This Practice Note is based on collaborative conversations carried 
out as part of three placements in Bedford Borough Council, St 
Albans City and District Council and East Herts District Council. All 
three Councils are located north of London, in a suburban and rural 
context. This Practice Note explores holistically, the opportunities for 
a landscape-led approach to add value across three stages of the 
planning process on large scale sites, namely:

 — Pre-local plan-making and site allocation
 — Spatial Visions for allocated sites, and 
 — Outline Applications for an allocated site 

Conversations took place between April 2020 and March 2021 
between three Public Practice Associates in a series of online 
reflective discussions. These sessions highlighted several ideas 
about where embedding landscape-led thinking into the planning 
process could add value to decision-making. 

CONTEXT 
The COVID-19 pandemic, which has been linked to biodiversity 
loss8, has highlighted the importance of addressing the biodiversity 
emergency as part of any climate action. Increasingly, the value 
of parks and green space to people’s physical and mental health 
is becoming more recognised as a result of the pandemic9, whilst 
inequalities in access have also been exposed.10 

Alongside the climate and biodiversity emergencies, current housing 
delivery in the UK is significantly below the Government’s target of an 
average of 300,000 homes built per year. As such, there is growing 
pressure on Authorities to deliver new housing in a manner that 
does not contradict climate emergency declarations. New Garden 
Communities have been promoted at a National level11 with large scale 
strategic sites, particularly outside London, regarded as one sustainable 
way to meet assessed local housing need within Local Plan periods.

8 UNESCO, Pandemics to increase in frequency and severity unless 
biodiversity loss is addressed (2020)

9 The Landscape Institute, A Green Recovery for Parks and 
Green Spaces (2020)

10 The BMJ Opinion, Covid-19 has highlighted the inadequate, and 
unequal, access to high quality green spaces (2020)

11 Homes England, Garden Communities (2020)

https://en.unesco.org/news/pandemics-increase-frequency-and-severity-unless-biodiversity-loss-addressed
https://en.unesco.org/news/pandemics-increase-frequency-and-severity-unless-biodiversity-loss-addressed
https://landscapewpstorage01.blob.core.windows.net/www-landscapeinstitute-org/2020/09/12332-green-recovery-supplement-v3.pdf
https://landscapewpstorage01.blob.core.windows.net/www-landscapeinstitute-org/2020/09/12332-green-recovery-supplement-v3.pdf
https://blogs.bmj.com/bmj/2020/07/03/covid-19-has-highlighted-the-inadequate-and-unequal-access-to-high-quality-green-spaces/
https://blogs.bmj.com/bmj/2020/07/03/covid-19-has-highlighted-the-inadequate-and-unequal-access-to-high-quality-green-spaces/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/garden-communities


If implemented, potential reforms to the planning system published 
in 202012 could result in strategic sites such as new Garden 
Communities being allocated as Growth Areas within a Local Plan. 
Such allocations would be granted outline planning permission upon 
adoption of that Local Plan. This promotes a potential merging of the 
earliest stages of planning and confers a potential need to consider 
how landscape and green infrastructure issues are considered prior 
to outline planning permission.

Local authorities are under pressure to adapt to these issues 
consistently, where potentially competing goals must become 
common goals. Landscape considerations are crucial to the 
allocation of strategic sites and new Garden Communities. Once 
allocated, the sites can embed landscape and green infrastructure 
strategies within a masterplan framework to address issues such 
as accessibility to open space, flood risk mitigation and Biodiversity 
Net Gain, whilst contributing to the response to the climate and 
biodiversity emergencies and promoting healthy lifestyles. Nature is 
one of the ten characteristics of well-designed places as set out in 
the National Design Guide and National Model Design Code,13 and 
this Practice Note therefore aims to reflect on how landscape-led 
thinking can add value to the earliest stages of planning.

APPROACH

“Landscape is about how people and place belong together, 
and how each has shaped the other. [...] It’s an attitude and 
an approach that makes places safer, more sociable and 
sustainable.” 14

This Practice Note was approached in two stages. First, each 
Associate identified what landscape issues were being considered 
as part of their day-to-day role. The three lists were then compared 
and identified six common landscape-related themes that were being 
considered in each placement across the three stages. The themes 
are set out in the table on the following page along with a summary 
of the main focus of each discussion.

12 DLUHC, Planning For the Future White Paper (2020)
13 DLUHC, National Design Guide (2021)
14 LDA Design, Fist Life Then Spaces, Then Buildings (2016)

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/garden-communities
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/national-design-guide
https://www.lda-design.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/First-life-then-spaces-then-buildings.pdf


1. Sustainable Growth
The relevance of landscape to the strategic and local context  
of a site and how can it influence site selection.

2. Landscape and Historic Character
Consideration of the main tools available to understand 
character and how they can influence design decisions.

3. Green Infrastructure
Exploring how a multi-functional Green Infrastructure network 
can provide a variety of open spaces and movement networks.

4. Blue Infrastructure
The importance of natural drainage as a tool for flood risk 
mitigation and remediation of water systems.

5. Biodiversity and Ecology
Discussing methods of quantifying, enhancing and managing 
nature, ecosystems and wildlife movement.

6. Grey Infrastructure
Considering how nature-based solutions can add value to  
grey infrastructure. 

Second, each theme was used as a topic for a specific discussion 
session. Preparation for each session revolved around the following 
three questions:

 — What does the theme mean and what are the key 
considerations?

 — How and where could this add value to the process?
 — What tools could help (guidance/products/actions)?

The discussion sessions focused on comparing the relevant 
experiences of each Associate and identifying where certain 
landscape considerations could best add value to planning. These 
are summarised on the following pages with key considerations and 
resources identified for each.



The UN’s 17 Sustainable Development Goals. Source: United Nations, The 17 Goals.

1. Sustainable Growth
 
Understanding the relevance of landscape to the strategic and 
local context of a site and how can it influence site selection. The 
discussion session drew out the following key considerations: 

PROACTIVE ENVIRONMENTAL PLANNING 
It was considered that landscape and environmental issues should 
be given more prominence earlier in the process, with proactive 
engagement of landscape expertise in Local Plan making and site 
allocation policies: 

 — Landscape visions and strategies could be developed to 
provide a holistic authority wide strategy to ensure key 
landscape assets and open spaces are taken into account, and 
development sites are selected for their potential contribution 
towards wider landscape and ecology goals. 

 — Key sustainable development goals and landscape’s role in 
delivering those should be discussed and agreed at pre-app 
and fully embedded at outline stage.

https://sdgs.un.org/goals


LANDSCAPE AND LOCAL PLAN ALLOCATIONS 
Site allocation is dependent on a number of factors identified  
through supporting evidence bases developed during the plan 
making process.

 — Landscape and strategic masterplanning advice should be 
sought with regard to the suitability of a potential site allocation 
and in the development of related local plan policies with follow-
ups at application stage.

PROCESS AND PEOPLE 
Proactively considering landscape at the site allocation stage can 
allow future development to contribute to wider landscape strategies.

 — The consideration of landscape related issues as part of a 
sustainable growth strategy would benefit greatly from the input 
of a Landscape Architect or a strong advocate(s) of landscape 
from the outset who can input from policy to implementation.

 — Integrating local community knowledge should be fundamental 
to understanding what landscapes are truly valued so that 
proposed development can look to address access to quality 
open space through spatial visions and outline applications.

DIGITAL LANDSCAPE RESOURCES 
Developing and expanding on existing digital data to collate 
comprehensive borough-wide interactive maps is seen as a useful 
resource throughout the three stages of planning focused on. 

 — Digitally mapping a borough’s landscape assets and character 
areas in individual or combined layers can inform Green 
Infrastructure strategies and the plan making process and allow 
for detailed analysis to inform conceptual design. 

 — Data sharing between applicants and Local Planning Authorities 
in a universal format to continually build publicly available 
landscape data resources should be actively pursued wherever 
possible as part of the application process. 



USEFUL RESOURCES

 — Adapting to climate change: a checklist for  
development | UKCIP 2005: The checklist for 
development argues the principle that developments 
should be designed to be adapting to the changing 
climate throughout their lifetime.

 — Building for a Healthy Life | Design for Homes 2020: A 
Design Toolkit for neighbourhoods, streets, homes and 
public spaces

 — Climate Change Adaptation | Building Futures: Initiative 
promoting climate change adaptation and the role it can 
play in influencing the design of developments.

 — Net Zero Transport | RTPI 2021: The role of spatial 
planning and place-based solutions can achieve an 80% 
reduction in surface transport emissions by 2030.

 — Strategic Planning for Climate Resilience | RTPI  
2020: Recommendations to the Liverpool City Region 
Combined Authority

Example Garden Communities Visions
 — A Spatial Vision | Hemel Garden Communities 2021
 — Vision | Harlow & Gilston Garden Town 2018

Example Local Design Guides
 — Dacorum Strategic Design Guide SPD

https://www.ukcip.org.uk/wp-content/PDFs/Checklist_for_development.pdf
https://www.ukcip.org.uk/wp-content/PDFs/Checklist_for_development.pdf
http://www.designforhomes.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/BFL-2020-Brochure.pdf
https://www.hertfordshire.gov.uk/microsites/building-futures/a-sustainable-design-toolkit/technical-modules/climate-change-adaptation/climate-change-adaptation.aspx
https://www.rtpi.org.uk/research/2020/june/net-zero-transport-the-role-of-spatial-planning-and-place-based-solutions/
https://www.rtpi.org.uk/research/2020/november/strategic-planning-for-climate-resilience/
https://www.rtpi.org.uk/research/2020/november/strategic-planning-for-climate-resilience/
https://democracy.hertfordshire.gov.uk/documents/s26128/15%20Item%207%20Appendix%201%20Hemel%20Spatial%20Vision.pdf
https://cdn-eastherts.onwebcurl.com/s3fs-public/documents/Garden_Town_Vision.pdf
http://www.dacorum.gov.uk/home/planning-development/planning-strategic-planning/supplementary-planning-documents-(spds)


A 3D representation of a hypothetical townscape, by LDA Design.  
Source: Landscape Institute, Townscape Character Assessment (2018).

2. Landscape and Historic Character
 
Consideration of the main tools available to understand character 
and how they can influence design decisions. The discussion 
session drew out the following key considerations:

THE VALUE OF ASSESSMENTS & APPRAISALS TO PLANNING 
Landscape and Historic Character Assessments can add value by 
providing a comprehensive overview of the landscape and historic 
qualities and characteristics of a borough.

 — The use of, or requests for Landscape and Visual Appraisals 
in line with the Landscape Institute’s GLVIA3 as part Local 
Plan evidence bases to inform site allocation could provide 
this information. These Assessments can help indicate if a site 
is suitable for development as well as inform the evolution of 
concept plans for the site. 

EMBEDDING LANDSCAPE & HERITAGE EXPERTISE  
To assist with an understanding of how landscape, heritage and 
visual issues can add value at an early stage.

 — Consider using in-house expertise or appointing external 
landscape and heritage consultants with local knowledge  
where possible. 

https://landscapewpstorage01.blob.core.windows.net/www-landscapeinstitute-org/2018/04/tin-05-2017-townscape.pdf


USING ASSESSMENT & ANALYSIS TO GUIDE DESIGN  
Robust and thorough analysis of landscape and historic character 
and visual sensitivities are fundamental to understanding how 
development proposals integrate the existing and proposed natural 
and built environments in a manner appropriate to their local context.

 — Landscape strategies and visual impact assessments can help 
to inform design concepts and influence locations of built form 
and design parameters. 

 — Interrogation of the Design & Access Statement is a good 
way to understand how landscape has informed the design. 
If landscape strategies can be captured digitally in separate 
layers, this can further help to illustrate how landscape 
considerations relate to other key layers of a masterplan.

UNDERSTANDING COMMUNITY VALUE OF LANDSCAPE 
Landscape is not only about its physical and perceptual qualities. 
How local communities value local landscapes and open spaces 
also needs to be understood. 

 — Feedback from local people could be something local 
authorities could capture in terms of how people use the 
landscape and what they value the most, to ensure adequate 
protection and management of existing landscape and open 
spaces can be secured.

USEFUL RESOURCES

 — An Approach to Landscape Character Assessment | 
Natural England 2014: Identifying and describing 
variation in the character of the landscape.

 — The Setting of Heritage Assets | Historic England 2017: 
Historic Environment Good Practice Advice in Planning.

 — Townscape Character Assessment | Landscape Institute 
2017: How the principles and general approach of 
landscape character assessment can be applied to 
townscape character assessment.

 — National Character Area profiles | Natural England 2014: 
Use the map to find the relevant NCA then use the links 
to view the profile.

 — East of England Landscape Typology | Landscape 
East: Interactive map to explore the East of England 
Landscape Framework. 

 — MAGIC Interactive Map | DEFRA 2013: Provides 
geographic information about the natural environment.

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/691184/landscape-character-assessment.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/691184/landscape-character-assessment.pdf
https://historicengland.org.uk/images-books/publications/gpa3-setting-of-heritage-assets/heag180-gpa3-setting-heritage-assets/
https://landscapewpstorage01.blob.core.windows.net/www-landscapeinstitute-org/2018/04/tin-05-2017-townscape.pdf
https://landscapewpstorage01.blob.core.windows.net/www-landscapeinstitute-org/2018/04/tin-05-2017-townscape.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/national-character-area-profiles-data-for-local-decision-making/national-character-area-profiles
http://landscape-east.org.uk/
http://landscape-east.org.uk/
https://magic.defra.gov.uk/home.htm


The River Lea from Olympic Parklands, Stratford, London. Photograph 
by Jason Orton. Source: Mayor of London, Green Infrastructure and Open 
Environments: The All London Green Grid.

3. Green Infrastructure
 
Exploring how a multi-functional Green Infrastructure (GI) network 
can provide a variety of open spaces and movement networks. The 
discussion session drew out the following key considerations:

OPPORTUNITIES FOR PLANNING 
The importance of understanding and mapping existing GI and Open 
Space networks within boroughs through GI Strategies and SPDs 
have the potential to add value to the development of policy, the 
allocation of sites and the design of masterplans. 

 — Having access to data on quantity, quality and proximity to GI 
and open space could help to plan how to protect and enhance 
existing spaces and improve access to open space through the 
allocation process. 

 — At a site level, it was considered that good analysis of existing 
GI assets can form the basis for developing masterplan 
concepts that integrate existing assets into a comprehensive 
and good quality GI network.  

https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/algg_spg_mar2012.pdf
https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/algg_spg_mar2012.pdf


INTEGRATION, CONNECTIVITY AND MULTI-FUNCTIONALITY 
GI networks are multi-functional and have a wide variety of uses 
and benefits through ecosystem services. At the Local Plan stage, 
understanding how potential site allocations relate to GI strategies 
could be considered and opportunities explored for strategic 
ecological enhancement and habitat creation at a scale beyond 
individual sites. 

 — Conceptual design and Masterplans for strategic sites should 
demonstrate how proposals balance the multiple functions of GI 
within a comprehensive network that connects beyond the red 
line boundary and integrates with the surrounding landscape. 

 — The role of GI in providing direct, safe and attractive options for 
walking and cycling should be fundamental to its design in order 
to maximise the value of GI for health and wellbeing through 
access to open space and nature. 

COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT & LONG-TERM STEWARDSHIP 
The importance of existing GI was highlighted and its protection 
should be prioritised at the earliest stages of planning in consultation 
with the local community and the spaces they value. 

 — Opportunities should be taken to secure the ongoing 
management and maintenance of existing assets wherever 
possible and new provisions should address community needs 
and complement existing open spaces. 

 — The long-term stewardship of development must be considered 
prior to outline determination to ensure appropriate mechanisms 
and bodies are in place to complement Local Authority 
adoption.



USEFUL RESOURCES

 — Planning With Nature | Public Practice 2020: How can 
Authorities develop and implement a green infrastructure 
strategy?

 — Building with Nature: Opportunity to upskill Officers via 
programmes such as Approved Assessor course.

 — Tools for Planning and Evaluating Urban GI | ECI 2018: It 
tests a range of existing tools for planning and evaluating 
green infrastructure.

 — GI - An integrated approach to land use | Landscape 
Institute 2013: Position Statement that shows how the 
landscape profession can lead by approaching spatial 
planning through the integrated use of GI.

 — What does good GI policy look like? | TCPA 2020: 
Developing a policy assessment tool to assess plans, 
policies and programmes.

 — Planning for Green and Prosperous Places | TCPA 2018: 
This Practical Guide is intended for anyone involved in 
creating a new large-scale development.

Example GI & Open Space and Recreation Strategies
 — Bedford Green Infrastructure Plan
 — Hertfordshire Strategic Green Infrastructure Plan

https://www.publicpractice.org.uk/resources/planning-with-nature
https://www.buildingwithnature.org.uk/
https://www.eci.ox.ac.uk/research/ecosystems/bio-clim-adaptation/bicester-green-infrastructure.html
https://landscapewpstorage01.blob.core.windows.net/www-landscapeinstitute-org/2016/03/Green-Infrastructure_an-integrated-approach-to-land-use.pdf
https://landscapewpstorage01.blob.core.windows.net/www-landscapeinstitute-org/2016/03/Green-Infrastructure_an-integrated-approach-to-land-use.pdf
https://www.interregeurope.eu/fileadmin/user_upload/tx_tevprojects/library/file_1592825117.pdf
https://www.tcpa.org.uk/Handlers/Download.ashx?IDMF=db632de1-38cc-468a-9401-0599b0bea52b
https://bedsrcc.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/Bedford-Green-Infrastructure-Plan-2009.pdf
https://www.welhat.gov.uk/media/5051/Herts-SHIP-Final-Report-310311/pdf/Herts_SHIP_-__Final_Report_310311.pdf?m=634715710300000000


SuDS at Terlings Park, Gilston. Photograph by Sean Rushton.

4. Blue Infrastructure
 
The importance of natural drainage as a tool for flood risk mitigation 
and remediation of water systems. The discussion session drew out 
the following key considerations:

FLOOD RISK AND THE CLIMATE EMERGENCY 
The use of Strategic Flood Risk Assessments (SFRA) and digital 
mapping resources informs the evidence base for potential site 
allocations at the Local Plan stage. 

 — The relationship to wider green and blue Infrastructure strategies, 
and the consideration of how individual sites could cause issues 
or provide solutions for the wider area “beyond the red line”, 
could be of value to consider if not done so at this stage. 

 — The potential for how SuDS and nature-based drainage and 
flood risk solutions could be integrated should be considered 
from conceptual design onwards.



INTERCONNECTION OF BLUE AND GREEN INFRASTRUCTURE 
As highlighted by the NPPF definition, Blue Infrastructure is 
connected and integrated with Green Infrastructure and should be 
considered as such at all stages. 

 — Proposals should demonstrate how existing and proposed 
Green and Blue Infrastructure networks are working together as 
design concepts to inform spatial layouts. 

 — Blue Infrastructure networks are multi-functional and proposed 
drainage strategies should have place-making functions, 
integrate with existing networks and be designed to maintain 
existing ecological conditions within any existing watercourses.

ADDING VALUE AND LONG-TERM STEWARDSHIP 
The multi-functionality of well-designed SuDS features can add value 
for stormwater management, ecology, recreation and health and 
wellbeing by turning constraints into opportunities.

 — Guidance documents such as the CIRIA SuDS Manual (see in 
Useful Resources below) identify how SuDS design processes 
can align with the Planning Process and inform proposals from 
strategic objectives to detailed design. 

 — The management, maintenance and long-term stewardship 
of SuDS and Blue Infrastructure networks were considered to 
be vital to their success and ability to add value to places and 
these should be considered at outline stage.



USEFUL RESOURCES

 — Susdrain - The community for sustainable drainage: 
Community that provides a range of resources for those 
involved in delivering sustainable drainage systems 
(SuDS).

 — London Sustainable drainage Action Plan | GLA 2016: It 
contains a series of actions to make our drainage system 
work in a more natural way which will bring a wide range 
of benefits.

 — Flood Map for Planning: Use this service to find out which 
flood zone a location is in, as part of land use planning.

 — The SuDS Manual | CIRIA 2015: Planning, design, 
construction and maintenance of SuDS to assist with their 
effective implementation within both new and existing 
developments.

 — SuDS Design Guidance for Hertfordshire | HCC 2015: It 
promotes an integrated approach to SuDS and landscape 
design, and establishes a set of local design criteria to 
help shape the development of SuDS.

 — WFD River Basin Districts Cycle 2 | Environment Agency: 
Digital map of England river basin districts.

 — Sustainable Stewardship | PUBLIC PRACTICE 2020: 
Setting-up structures for community-led governance on 
strategic sites. 

Example green and blue infrastructure strategies
 — South Essex Green and Blue Infrastructure Study

https://www.susdrain.org/
https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/lsdap_december_2016.pdf
https://flood-map-for-planning.service.gov.uk/
https://www.ciria.org/ItemDetail?iProductCode=C753F&Category=FREEPUBS
https://geosmartinfo.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/hertssudsguide.pdf
https://environment.data.gov.uk/DefraDataDownload/?mapService=EA/WFDRiverBasinDistrictsCycle2&Mode=spatial
https://www.publicpractice.org.uk/resources/setting-up-structures-for-community-led-governance-on-strategic-sites
https://ca1-jsp.edcdn.com/downloads/South-Essex-Strategic-Green-and-Blue-Infrastructure-Study.pdf?mtime=20201223111609&focal=none


Cambourne Nature Reserve. Photograph from South Cambridgeshire District Council.  
Source: TCPA, Planning for a Healthy Environment.

5. Biodiversity and Ecology
 
Discussing methods of quantifying, enhancing and managing nature, 
ecosystems and wildlife movement. The discussion session drew out 
the following key considerations:

ESTABLISHING BASELINE VALUE AND QUANTIFYING NATURE 
The importance of understanding the baseline situation in terms of 
biodiversity and ecology was considered important from the outset.

 — The use of tools such as biodiversity or environmental net 
gain and a Natural Capital8 approach was considered to be 
a positive step in quantifying nature and understanding how 
to effectively mitigate impacts. However, there are risks in 
attempting to quantify nature in a clear, easy to follow method 
that could miss the nuances of the ecological values of existing 
habitats and landscape features that are established over time.

 — The human factor needs to be considered as well, managing 
changes in population density and recreational pressure in a 
way that allows access to nature without being detrimental to 
biodiversity and ecology was considered vital. 

8 CIEEM, Environmental Net Gain (accessed 2022)

https://www.sustainabilitywestmidlands.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/Planning_for_a_healthy_environment_report.pdf
https://cieem.net/i-am/influencing-policy/strategic-policy-sub-committee/environmental-net-gain/


STRATEGIES & POLICIES FOR A COMMON LANDSCAPE GOAL 
Green and Blue Infrastructure studies provide opportunities to 
develop regional and district-wide landscape strategies that can 
deliver landscape and ecosystem restoration. 

 — Regional or local priority areas could be established through 
a holistic approach to achieving common landscape goals 
and should be explored as a potential response to climate 
and biodiversity emergencies (see the London Plan’s Urban 
Greening Factor9 as one example). 

 — Identifying wildlife/biodiversity corridors, creating a connectivity 
strategy, understanding the weakest points with infrastructure 
and developments, and the incompatibilities with human 
connections or activities were considered important for this.

 — The established mitigation hierarchies should always apply 
to biodiversity and ecology considerations, but it is realistic to 
consider that not all sites could deliver meaningful net gains. 
Sometimes off-site mitigation or offsetting could be better, but 
this should be planned in consultation with an ecology officer 
and local initiatives to ensure meaningful, connected ecological 
habitat creation.

PLANNING AND DESIGNING WITH NATURE  
The use of policy and the early engagement of professional 
ecological advice was considered vital to proactively planning and 
designing with nature to achieve net gains in biodiversity. 

 — Ecological value and habitats develop over time and the 
importance of protecting existing landscape features and wildlife 
corridors is established in policy.

 — The importance of considering appropriate management and 
maintenance arrangements including low / no intervention 
approaches for existing and proposed habitats and ecological 
features is key. 

 — Local authority adoption, stewardship and post-completion 
arrangements must be considered at the outline stage.

9 Mayor of London, Urban Greening (accessed 2022)

https://www.london.gov.uk/what-we-do/environment/parks-green-spaces-and-biodiversity/urban-greening


USEFUL RESOURCES

 — Biodiversity in planning | RTPI 2019: Obligations and 
opportunities to promote biodiversity through the UK 
planning systems.

 — At Home with Nature | London Assembly 2017: 
Encouraging biodiversity in new housing development.

 — Biodiversity net gain. Good practice principles for 
development | CIRIA 2019: This guide offers practical 
advice to achieve BNG in the UK’s land and freshwater 
environment.

 — Enabling a Natural Capital Approach | DEFRA 2020: 
Guidance for policy and decision makers to help them 
consider the value of a natural capital approach.

 — Advice on using nature-based interventions to reach 
net zero greenhouse gas emissions by 2050 | NCC 
2020: NCC recommendations for using nature-based 
interventions to reach net zero greenhouse gas emissions 
by 2050.

https://www.rtpi.org.uk/media/1563/biodiversityinplanningpracticeadvice2019.pdf
https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/at_home_with_nature_-_encouraging_biodiversity_in_new_housing_developments.pdf
https://cieem.net/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/C776a-Biodiversity-net-gain.-Good-practice-principles-for-development.-A-practical-guide-web.pdf
https://cieem.net/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/C776a-Biodiversity-net-gain.-Good-practice-principles-for-development.-A-practical-guide-web.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/enabling-a-natural-capital-approach-enca
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/879797/ncc-nature-based-interventions.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/879797/ncc-nature-based-interventions.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/879797/ncc-nature-based-interventions.pdf


People using a previously unused space during the Grey to Green project 
in Sheffield. Photograph from Sheffield City Council. Source: Susdrain, 
Grey to Green Phase 1, Sheffield.

6. Grey Infrastructure
 
Considering how nature-based solutions can add value to grey 
infrastructure. The discussion session drew out the following key 
considerations:

DIGITAL INFRASTRUCTURE RESOURCES 
Having comprehensive site analysis and digital mapping of existing 
grey infrastructure such as utilities, communications, rail, roads and 
built structures adds value at the earliest stages. 

 — Considering these in 3-dimensions and understanding any 
associated easements at the outset allows appropriate design 
responses and principles to be established through spatial 
visions and outline applications. 

 — Access is an important consideration from the outset and a 
site’s location and relationship to existing public transport 
networks and amenities needs to be considered. 

 — The collation of this information and the development of 
comprehensive digital resources to inform site analysis was 
considered to be of value to all stages of planning. 

https://www.susdrain.org/case-studies/pdfs/suds_awards/006_18_03_28_susdrain_suds_awards_grey_to_green_phase_1_sheffield.pdf
https://www.susdrain.org/case-studies/pdfs/suds_awards/006_18_03_28_susdrain_suds_awards_grey_to_green_phase_1_sheffield.pdf


NATURE-BASED SOLUTIONS FOR MITIGATION & ENHANCEMENT 
GI and Nature-Based Solutions have the potential to soften grey 
infrastructure and add value through ecological and place-making 
enhancements, as well as helping to mitigate potential adverse 
environmental effects. 

 — Using green infrastructure to create appropriate segregation 
between pedestrian and cycle routes and vehicular routes 
within a street scene can improve place-making, safety and 
accessibility. 

 — SuDS can minimise surface water run-off from impermeable 
surfaces and land forming and soft landscape proposals can 
create more attractive landscape features in response to issues 
such as noise constraints. 

COLLECTIVELY THINKING OF GREEN, BLUE AND GREY  
The collective consideration of green, blue and grey infrastructure 
elements from concept planning to masterplans supporting outline 
applications was considered vital to the successful integration of 
grey infrastructure within spatial layouts.

 — Local authority officers across highways, urban design, 
landscape and environmental health can work together to make 
sure proposals are well-balanced and these officers could 
collaboratively inform spatial visions and outline applications. 

 — Clear strategies are needed for the management and 
maintenance of green and blue elements within grey 
infrastructure through adoption or appropriate stewardship 
arrangements and this should be considered early to avoid any 
barriers to delivery from this perspective.



USEFUL RESOURCES

 — Flowscapes. Designing infrastructure as landscape | 
TU DELFT 2015: It explores concepts, methods and 
techniques for design-related research on landscape 
infrastructures.

 — Trees in Hard Landscapes A Guide for Delivery | TDAG 
2014: It explores the practical challenges and solutions for 
integrating trees in 21st century streets, civic spaces and 
surface car parks.

 — The Humanity of Infrastructure: Landscape as Operative 
Ground | Scenario Journal 2013: It is focused on the 
infrastructure that underlies our cities in order to address 
the increasing pressures placed on them and the 
biophysical systems with which they interface.

 — Manual for Streets | DfT MHCLG 2007: ‘Manual for 
streets’ explains how to design, construct, adopt and 
maintain new and existing residential streets.

 — Design guidelines for development near pylons and 
high voltage overhead power | National Grid 2019: The 
guidelines address the issues associated with sites 
crossed by, or in the vicinity of, pylons and high voltage 
overhead lines.

 — Infrastructure: Technical Guidance Note | Landscape 
Institute 2020: It explains what infrastructure is, the role of 
the Landscape Professional and the planning and design 
process of it.

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/287331122_Flowscapes_Designing_infrastructure_as_landscape
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/287331122_Flowscapes_Designing_infrastructure_as_landscape
http://www.tdag.org.uk/uploads/4/2/8/0/4280686/tdag_trees-in-hard-landscapes_september_2014_colour.pdf
http://www.tdag.org.uk/uploads/4/2/8/0/4280686/tdag_trees-in-hard-landscapes_september_2014_colour.pdf
https://scenariojournal.com/article/humanity-of-infrastructure/
https://scenariojournal.com/article/humanity-of-infrastructure/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/manual-for-streets
https://www.nationalgrid.com/uk/electricity-transmission/document/130626/download
https://www.nationalgrid.com/uk/electricity-transmission/document/130626/download
https://landscapewpstorage01.blob.core.windows.net/www-landscapeinstitute-org/2018/01/LI-Infrastructure-TGN-FINAL-200924.pdf
https://landscapewpstorage01.blob.core.windows.net/www-landscapeinstitute-org/2018/01/LI-Infrastructure-TGN-FINAL-200924.pdf


RECOMMENDATIONS 
The six discussion sessions have drawn out a series of key 
considerations that could influence landscape-led decision-making 
across the three stages of planning from allocation to outline. These 
were analysed with commonalities across each theme that have 
informed a set of four conclusions set out below.

NATURE: A LANDSCAPE-LED APPROACH 
The use of the different landscape and visual assessments and 
supplementary guidance was considered important to the earliest 
stages of planning. These can add value to the process of site 
allocation and should be proactively considered alongside other 
technical aspects wherever possible. Green and Blue Infrastructure 
studies provide opportunities to develop regional and district-wide 
landscape strategies that can deliver landscape and ecosystem 
restoration at a strategic scale. These were considered to be a 
potential tool in response to the climate and biodiversity emergencies 
and consistent language should be adopted to aid understanding. 

The use of landscape assessments to inform design development 
can help create landscape-led principles to guide future design 
decisions. It was also considered that GI and Nature-Based 
Solutions have the potential to add value to grey infrastructure 
through ecological and place-making enhancements. The integration 
of green, blue and grey infrastructure should be clearly demonstrated 
within designs and must be evidenced in a collaborative manner. 

PLANNING: PROACTIVE PLANNING  
Environmental issues should be proactively considered at the 
earliest stages of planning with the early involvement of landscape, 
heritage and ecological expertise to ensure the relevant key issues 
inform decision-making. The consideration of strategic landscape 
issues and how they relate to individual sites could help drive large 
scale landscape and ecological restoration on a borough-wide 
scale. Pursuing strategic landscape interventions is considered to 
have great potential to form an effective part of a Local Authority’s 
response to the climate and biodiversity emergencies. This, 
alongside existing SFRA work, should be proactively planned for 
from the outset to give a policy basis for delivery.

NATURE PLANNING DATA PEOPLE & PLACE



DATA: DIGITAL MAPPING AND ANALYSIS 
Local authority online interactive maps are valuable tools and 
methods to increase the level of landscape information and 
data sharing between applicants and local authorities should 
be encouraged. Biodiversity and ecological metrics such as 
Biodiversity Net Gain and a Natural Capital approach are important 
in demonstrating the value of nature, however there are risks in 
attempting to quantify nature in a clear, easy to follow method that 
could miss the nuances of the ecological values of existing habitats 
and landscape features that are established over time. 

PEOPLE & PLACE: COMMUNITY VALUE AND STEWARDSHIP  
Understanding the community and cultural value of existing 
landscapes and green infrastructure should be fundamental 
to the planning process at all stages, with early engagement 
of the community about existing provision, new provision and 
the appropriate long-term stewardship of these spaces. These 
interventions all rely on effective and comprehensive public 
consultation and community involvement. Local authorities need 
to be appropriately resourced to be able to embed consultation 
expertise within planning teams to help deliver this.
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Alongside the climate and biodiversity emergencies, 
current housing delivery in the UK is significantly below 
the Government’s target of 300,000 homes built per year. 
As such, there is growing pressure on Authorities to deliver 
new housing in a manner that does not contradict climate 
emergency declarations.

This Practice Note identifies six themes on landscape-led 
approaches to planning and provides a list of key 
considerations and practical resources for each. It is 
based on Raúl Bielsa, Paul Evans, and Sean Rushton’s 
placements in St Albans City and District Council, Bedford 
Borough Council, and East Herts District Council.

Read it to learn ways to generate discussion on integrating   
nature, planning, data, and people and place across all 
stages of the planning process.

#Landscape #Biodiversity #ClimateAction #Masterplanning

Practice Notes and other resources are available 
to download at www.publicpractice.org.uk/resources


