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Foreword 

 
Luton and southern Bedfordshire will experience unprecedented levels of growth in the 
period up to 2021 and beyond.  Central Bedfordshire Council and Luton Borough Council 
recognise the need to provide a framework for green infrastructure provision to meet the 
needs of existing and new communities, essential if we are to create truly sustainable 
communities in the future.   
 
Following on from the Strategic Green Infrastructure Plan for Bedfordshire and Luton, this 
Luton and southern Bedfordshire Green Infrastructure Plan follows similar principles and 
sets out a proposed spatial vision, backed up by supporting baseline data and analysis, for 
establishing a green infrastructure network for Luton and southern Bedfordshire.  As with the 
Strategic GI Plan, the approach has utilised the knowledge and experience of members of 
the Bedfordshire and Luton Green Infrastructure Consortium, integrating information from 
five ‘GI Themes’: 
 

 Accessible Greenspace 

 Access Routes 

 Biodiversity 

 Historic Environment 

 Landscape 

 
It also recognises the great potential for delivering the green infrastructure network for the 
future, and sets out how this might be achieved, acting as a guide to the wealth of partner 
organisations who will help make the GI network a reality.  
 
With the creation of a new, Central Bedfordshire Unitary Authority in April 2009; this 
document will work alongside similar GI Plans elsewhere in the new Authority’s area.  It will 
help inform Community Level GI Plans.  
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
Need for the Plan and Policy Background 
 
Luton and southern Bedfordshire is part of the Milton Keynes and South Midlands (MKSM) 
Growth Area, an area identified as one of the four major growth areas by the Government’s 
Sustainable Communities Plan. 
 
The East of England Plan (RSS14 - 2008) requires that Luton and southern Bedfordshire 
provides for at least 27,300 homes between 2001 and 2021 and Mid Bedfordshire, Bedford 
and Northern Marston Vale providing 30,500 homes over the same period. 
 
Both the MKSM Sub-Regional Strategy and the East of England Plan recognise that this 
level of growth and development needs to contribute to an improved environment, by 
requiring high standards of design and environmental construction, protecting and enhancing 
environmental assets (including heritage, landscape and biodiversity), and providing green 
space and related green infrastructure.  
 
The Bedfordshire and Luton Strategic Green Infrastructure Plan (2007) sets out a proposed 
spatial vision for establishing a strategic green infrastructure framework for Bedfordshire and 
Luton and encourages the development of more detailed green infrastructure plans in 
conjunction with local stakeholders using the Strategic Plan as a framework.  
 
This GI plan supplements the strategic GI plan and will be a technical document providing 
the detailed background information to support the policies and proposals in the Luton and 
southern Bedfordshire Local Development Framework. The Luton and southern 
Bedfordshire GI Plan works with the Mid Bedfordshire Plan and looks at cross border 
relationships to ensure the GI network can be delivered throughout Bedfordshire. In addition 
GI plans for the adjacent areas of Buckinghamshire and North Hertfordshire have been used 
to inform the development of this plan. 
 
What is Green Infrastructure? 
 
Green Infrastructure has been defined within the Bedfordshire and Luton Green 
Infrastructure Plan as  
“A strategically planned and managed network of green spaces, access routes, wildlife 
habitats, landscapes and historic features which meet the needs of existing and new 
communities by providing: 
 

 an essential environmental foundation and support system 
 a healthy and diverse environment 
 attractive places to live and visit and a good quality of life 
 a sustainable future” 

 
The green infrastructure network will be protected, conserved, enhanced, developed, and 
widely known and valued. It will be of high quality and an example of best practice and 
innovation. The network will be multi-functional and meet a wide range of social, 
environmental and economic needs. It will connect urban and rural settlements and the 
countryside and provide a spatial planning framework to guide and promote sustainable 
development. 
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Aim  
 
The plan will provide an assessment of the GI assets and opportunities, and will identify a 
Green Infrastructure network for Luton and southern Bedfordshire, based on a 
multifunctional network of open spaces, biodiversity, access, landscape and historic 
environment. The plan will look at the need to provide improved connectivity within urban 
areas and the rural hinterland through enhancing and linking existing urban green spaces, 
improving access and biodiversity links into and out of urban areas, and through conserving 
and enhancing open spaces, heritage and landscape assets. 

 
Objectives 
 

 To sit alongside the Bedfordshire & Luton Strategic Green Infrastructure Plan and 
Luton and southern Bedfordshire Green Space Strategy, informing local planning 
policies for the protection, enhancement and creation of GI assets 

 To support and guide development proposals and the management and 
enhancement of existing green spaces, for the benefit of local communities and 
wildlife. 

 To identify priority areas that forms a multifunctional GI network. 
 To identify projects which deliver improvements to the GI network and/or resolve 

existing deficiencies.  
 To provide a framework for new Green Infrastructure for both existing and new 

communities. 
 To improve access and links for people and wildlife. 
  To deliver integrated social, economic and environmental benefits which contribute 

to the quality of life in southern Bedfordshire and Luton.  
 To minimise and mitigate the impacts of global warming.  

 
Mechanisms 
 
The aims and objectives will be achieved through the following mechanisms:  
 

 Identifying priority projects and producing an action plan to implement projects 
highlighted through various local initiatives and plans such as the Chalk Arc Project 
and Leighton-Linslade ‘Green Wheel’.  

 Providing a Luton and southern Bedfordshire perspective for both the Strategic GI 
Plan and Community level Green Infrastructure Plans.  

 Providing a source of information and guidance for planners, landowners and 
developers in formulating land use plans.  

 Securing resources to establish and maintain the green infrastructure network. 
 Promoting community involvement to encourage use of the network and involvement 

with their outdoor space.  
 Put in place a structure for monitoring and updating this plan.  

 
Environmental Context 
Luton and southern Bedfordshire is renowned for the distinctive chalk escarpments and hills 
of the Chilterns Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB), the Western edge of the 
Greensand Ridge, pastoral landscapes and a sequence of clay hills and vales. Although the 
Luton and southern Bedfordshire area is the most urban in Bedfordshire, the main land use 
is still agriculture which is a significant factor determining the presence and condition of 
landscape features. Poor land management within the urban fringe has been responsible to 
an extent for the decline in countryside experiences. Despite the impact of the urban fringe 
there are still areas within Luton and southern Bedfordshire which are rural and feel remote 
and peaceful e.g. to the north and east of Luton and around Leighton Buzzard.  
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The Plan Preparation Process 
 
The GI Network has been developed through the following stages: 
 

 Baseline review  
 Stakeholder and community consultation 
 Integration Process  
 Identification of GI Network and Project Plan 

 
As with the Strategic GI Plan the following five themes underpin this GI Plan: 
 

 Accessible Greenspace 
 Access Routes 
 Biodiversity 
 Historic Environment 
 Landscape 

 
Each Theme’s work has been led by a ‘Theme Leader’. Baseline data, opportunities and 
deficits have been mapped on a Geographical Information System under these themes and 
integrated to produce the southern Bedfordshire and Luton Green Infrastructure Network 
(Figure 3.2).  
 
In order to look at the Network in more detail it has been divided into four Network Areas 
within Luton and southern Bedfordshire: 
 

 Network Area 1 – The Ouzel Valley  
 Network Area 2 – The Chalk Arc  
 Network Area 3 – Leighton-Linslade to Dunstable  
 Network Area 4 – The Upper Lea Valley   

 
The Project Lists 
 
Priority projects for each of these Network Areas have been identified through workshops 
and theme work, which can be taken forward as part of investing in the GI network. The 
breakdown across the network areas is done to aid clarity but it should be remembered that 
it is a Luton and southern Bedfordshire network and also connects with networks in 
adjacent administrative areas. 
 
Implementation 
 
A range of methods for implementation of projects to deliver the GI Network are considered, 
including 
 

 Through the planning system 
 By agriculture and forestry 
 By local communities 
 Through external funding 

 
The issue of how to prioritise projects in terms of their ability to deliver against this Plan is 
discussed and potential criteria are suggested in section 4.  
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A series of recommendations are made to guide the implementation of this Plan. These 
recommendations are: 
 

 Ensure that the GI Plan is used as a mechanism for targeting agri-environment 
schemes and woodland grant schemes to the areas where they can be most 
effective in delivering GI 

 
 Secure additional funding to facilitate the implementation of community GI projects 

identified through the Community level GI process 
 

 Promote effective partnership working to deliver priority GI Projects identified in this 
Plan 

 
 Ensure that the importance of maintenance funding to the sustainability of the GI 

Network is widely understood 
 

 That a group is established, with input from the Green Infrastructure Consortium, to 
advise on monitoring delivery and annual revisions to the Plan.  This Group could 
provide input into any decision making process for the allocation of planning 
obligation strategy funding 

 
 That Central Bedfordshire Council and Luton Borough Council consider reviewing 

this Green Infrastructure plan alongside the Mid Bedfordshire Green Infrastructure 
plan (August 2011) 
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1. Introduction  
 

 
1.1 Need for this Plan  
 
Luton and southern Bedfordshire is part of the Milton Keynes and South Midlands Growth 
Area; an area identified as one of the four major growth areas by the Milton Keynes South 
Midlands Sub-Regional Strategy (Regional Assemblies for South East, East of England and 
East Midlands, 2003). The MKSM region has a key role in accommodating the growth 
required to address the strategic challenges facing London and the South East. These 
challenges include increasing the housing supply, making home ownership more available, 
tackling transport and other infrastructure issues, addressing issues concerning skills and 
the labour market, and tackling deprivation and the need for urban renewal.  
 
The Milton Keynes and South Midlands Sub-Regional Strategy recognises that this level of 
growth and development needs to contribute to an improved environment, by requiring high 
standards of design and environmental construction, protecting and enhancing 
environmental assets (including landscape and biodiversity) and providing green space and 
related green infrastructure.  
 
The strategy states that ‘the provision of green infrastructure needs to be addressed in 
planning development throughout the Sub-Region so as to ensure a net gain to meet the 
needs generated by growth and, where relevant, help to address existing deficiencies. This 
may take the form of enhancement, protection or extension of existing resources or the 
provision of new or replacement facilities…A network of multifunctional green spaces in 
urban areas, the countryside in and around towns, and the wider countryside needs to be 
established. It will also be important to ensure that the character of the wider countryside is 
protected and, whenever possible, enhanced.’ (Government Office for the East of England, 
2005) 
 
Guidance and principles for Green Infrastructure (GI) in the Milton Keynes and South 
Midlands area are set out in the “Green Infrastructure for Sustainable Communities” guide 
(MKSM Environment and Quality of Life Group, 2005).  
 
The East of England Plan (RSS14 - adopted May 2008) requires that Luton and southern 
Bedfordshire provides at least 27,300 homes between 2001 and 2021 and Mid Bedfordshire 
is to provide 30,500 homes over the same period. Pressure for additional homes in the 
period 2021 to 2031 is expected (Government Office for the East of England, 2008). 
 
In the face of this growth it is vital that the rich landscape, wildlife and heritage of Luton and 
southern Bedfordshire is protected, enhanced and sustainably managed, and that 
opportunities are taken to extend and create new GI. In planning the new development there 
needs to be a net gain in Green Infrastructure to meet the needs generated by growth and to 
address any existing deficiencies.  
 
The Bedfordshire & Luton Strategic Green Infrastructure Plan was produced in 
February 2007 by the Bedfordshire & Luton Green Infrastructure Consortium. It sets out a 
spatial vision for establishing a strategic green infrastructure framework for Bedfordshire and 
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Luton in the period to 2021.  It also encourages the development of more detailed green 
infrastructure plans in conjunction with local stakeholders using the Strategic Plan as a 
framework.  
 
The Bedfordshire and Luton Green Infrastructure Consortium was established in 2004 to 
promote a strategic and consistent approach to the management, planning and delivery of 
green infrastructure provision as an integral element of growth to create sustainable 
communities and appropriate management of GI assets throughout Bedfordshire and Luton.  
It is a multi-agency partnership; its membership is listed in Appendix 1. 
 
The Strategic Green Infrastructure Plan has largely influenced the Core Strategy works to 
date. It is likely that the Core Strategy will be adopted in mid 2010 (although this may be 
subject to change). The Luton and southern Bedfordshire Green Infrastructure plan will 
inform the more detailed masterplanning work which will follow.   
 
The Luton and southern Bedfordshire Green Space Strategy (draft 2008) was produced 
jointly between Luton Borough Council, former South Bedfordshire District Council and 
former Bedfordshire County Council to review existing provision of green space in the 
borough and district and to set quantity, quality and accessibility standards for the future.  
This work (including community and stakeholder consultation work) has influenced the 
development of the Core Strategy to date, and has provided the basis for the Accessible 
Greenspace theme of this GI Plan.   
 
Between 2004 and 2008 extensive community consultation and research work was carried 
out to inform GI planning in Luton and southern Bedfordshire.  This included ‘Living 
Networks’ parish level GI plans (produced in several but not all of the parishes in this area) 
funded by the Chalk Arc Initiative; consultations undertaken to inform the Luton and southern 
Bedfordshire Green Space Strategy and Green Belt Review; and consultation events relating 
to the Luton and southern Bedfordshire GI Plan. The Living Network Plans were not the only 
source of information on communities’ aspirations – there are also Town and Parish plans, 
community input into the Rights of Way Improvement Plan and the Green Space Strategy 
and other forms of community engagement. In the parishes where Living Networks were 
produced all the information previously listed was brought together to inform and produce 
the Living Network plan.   
 
The adjacent Mid Bedfordshire Green Infrastructure Plan was produced in 2008 following 
similar principles to the Strategic Green Infrastructure Plan for Bedfordshire and Luton and 
based upon the same themes as the Luton and southern Bedfordshire GI plan. The Luton 
and southern Bedfordshire GI Plan works with the Mid Bedfordshire Plan and looks at cross 
border relationships to ensure the GI network can be delivered throughout Bedfordshire. In 
addition GI plans for the adjacent areas of Buckinghamshire and North Hertfordshire have 
been used to inform the development of this plan.  
 
An indicative project list will be drawn from this GI Plan to ensure a co-ordinated approach to 
the delivery of new GI and the improvement of the existing GI network in Luton and southern 
Bedfordshire. The projects listed in this GI Plan include those identified by the Bedfordshire 
and Luton GI Consortium as important at a sub-regional level, and those identified through 
the Luton and southern Bedfordshire Green Space Strategy and associated Action Plan.  
The projects will also include those from community level GI plans (parish, town and ward 
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levels all included), where these fit with the higher level plans. This project list provides a 
snapshot of projects and project ideas at the current time. The Green Infrastructure 
Consortium maintains a project database that is regularly reviewed and updated; this will 
include information on projects from this plan.  
 
 
1.2 Policy Background 
 
Green Infrastructure is now enshrined in regional and sub-regional policy as a necessary 
element that needs to be put in place when new developments are being planned – in the 
same way as transport and health facilities are needed – to ensure a high quality of life for 
existing and future residents.  
 
The East of England Plan Policy ENV1 States: 
Areas and networks of green infrastructure should be identified, created, protected, 
enhanced and managed to ensure an improved and healthy environment is available for 
present and future communities. Green infrastructure should be developed so as to 
maximise its biodiversity value and, as part of a package of measures, contribute to 
achieving carbon neutral development and flood alleviation.  In developing green 
infrastructure, opportunities should be taken to develop and enhance networks for walking, 
cycling and other non-motorised transport. 
Local development documents will: 
 

 define a multiple hierarchy of GI in terms of location; function, size and levels of use, 
based on an analysis of existing natural, historic, cultural and landscape assets, and 
the identification of areas where additional green infrastructure is required. 

 
 identify and require the retention and provision of substantial connected networks of 

greenspace, in urban, urban fringe and adjacent countryside areas to serve the new 
communities in key centres for development and change; and  

 
 ensure that policies have regard to the economic and social as well as environmental 

benefits of green infrastructure assets and protect sites of European or international 
importance for wildlife. 

(Government Office for the East of England, 2008) 
 
The East of England Plan also includes reference to assets of particular regional significance 
for the retention, provision and enhancement of green infrastructure (Government Office for 
the East of England, 2008) including The Chilterns Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty.  
 
There are other policies in the East of England Plan covering themes relevant to Green 
Infrastructure;  

 ENV2  Landscape Conservation 
 ENV3  Biodiversity and Earth Heritage  
 ENV4  Agriculture, Land and Soils 
 ENV5  Woodlands 
 ENV6  The Historic Environment 
 ENV7  Quality in the Built Environment 

 
Planning Policy Statement 12 aims to deliver sustainable development it states that ‘the 
necessary social, physical and green infrastructure to ensure sustainable communities are 
delivered’ 
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This Luton and southern Bedfordshire level GI plan supplements the strategic GI plan and 
will be a technical document providing the detailed background information to support the 
policies and proposals in the LDF.  
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
1.3 What is Green Infrastructure?  
 
Green Infrastructure has been defined within the Bedfordshire and Luton Green 
Infrastructure Plan as “A strategically planned and managed network of green spaces, 
access routes, wildlife habitats, landscapes and historic features which meet the needs of 
existing and new communities by providing: 
 

 An essential environmental foundation and support system 
 A healthy and diverse environment 
 Attractive places to live and visit and a good quality of life 
 A sustainable future 

 
The Green Infrastructure network will be protected, conserved and enhanced, and widely 
known and valued. It will be of high quality and an example of best practice and innovation. 
The network will be multi-functional and meet a wide range of social, environmental and 
economic needs. It will connect urban and rural settlements and the countryside and provide 

Figure 1 Strategic to local level Green Infrastructure planning 
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a spatial planning framework to guide and promote sustainable development”. (Bedfordshire 
and Luton Green Infrastructure Consortium, 2007) 
 
Green Infrastructure assets incorporated into the Luton and southern Bedfordshire GI Plan 
include the following:   
 

 Accessible Green space  
 Green corridors 
 Urban parks and gardens 
 Registered commons and village greens  
 Natural and semi-natural habitats for wildlife including nature reserves, Sites of 

Special Scientific Interest and County Wildlife Sites 
 Country parks 
 Historic parks and gardens and historic landscapes 
 Scheduled Ancient Monuments and other archaeological sites 
 Waterways and waterbodies, including flooded quarries  
 Strategic public rights of way and cycleways  
 Allotments 
 Cemeteries 
 Formal sports facilities 

 
Although children’s play space is considered a ‘GI asset’ it has only been included within this 
Plan where it occurs within an urban park or garden – this is consistent with the 
consideration of children’s play space within the Luton and southern Beds Green Space 
Strategy (Children’s play space is subject to a separate Play Strategy, which sits alongside 
the Greenspace Strategy).  Formal sports facilities will have been considered by the 
Greenspace Strategy where these are considered as “major sports and leisure sites”.  
 
The accepted approach for GI planning, within Bedfordshire, Luton and beyond, has been to 
consider GI assets under the following 5 themes: 

 
 Accessible Greenspace 
 Access Routes 
 Biodiversity 
 Historic Environment 
 Landscape 

 
The GI planning approach helps to maximise the synergies between these themes and can 
help resolve conflicts between them.  
 
 
 
 
 
1.4 Aim & Objectives  
 
Aim 
The plan will provide an assessment of the GI assets and opportunities, and will identify a 
Green Infrastructure network for Luton and southern Bedfordshire, based on a 
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multifunctional network of open space, biodiversity, access, landscape and historic 
environment. The plan will look at the need to provide improved connectivity within urban 
areas and the rural hinterland through enhancing and linking existing urban green spaces, 
improving access and biodiversity links into and out of urban areas, and through conserving 
and enhancing open spaces, heritage and landscape assets. 
 
Objectives 
 

 To sit alongside the Bedfordshire & Luton Strategic Green Infrastructure Plan and 
Luton and southern Bedfordshire Green Space Strategy, informing local planning 
policies for the protection, enhancement and creation of GI assets 

 To support and guide development proposals and the management and 
enhancement of existing green infrastructure, for the benefit of local communities and 
environment 

 To identify priority areas that form a multifunctional GI network 
 To identify projects that deliver improvements to the GI network 
 To provide a framework for new Green Infrastructure for both existing and new 

communities 
 To improve access and links for people and wildlife 
 To deliver integrated social, economic and environmental benefits which contribute to 

the quality of life in southern Bedfordshire and Luton 
 To minimise and mitigate the impacts of global warming  

 
The aims and objectives will be achieved through the following mechanisms:  
 

 Identifying priority projects and producing an action plan to implement projects 
highlighted through various local initiatives and plans such as the Chalk Arc Project 
and Leighton-Linslade ‘Green Wheel’ 

 Providing a Luton and southern Bedfordshire perspective for both the Strategic GI 
Plan and Community level Green Infrastructure Plans 

 Providing a source of information and guidance for planners, landowners and 
developers in formulating land use plans 

 Securing resources to establish and maintain the green infrastructure network 
 Promoting community involvement to encourage use of the network and involvement 

with their outdoor space 
 Put in place a structure for monitoring and updating this plan 

 
 

2. Context 

2.1 Environmental Context 

 
Luton and southern Bedfordshire is renowned for the distinctive chalk escarpments and hills 
of the Chilterns Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB), the Western edge of the 
Greensand Ridge, pastoral landscapes and a sequence of clay hills and vales. Although 
Luton and southern Bedfordshire is the most urban area in Bedfordshire, the main land use 
is still agriculture which is a significant factor determining the presence and condition of 
landscape features. Poor land management within the urban fringe has been responsible to 
an extent for the decline in countryside experiences. Despite the impact of the urban fringe 
there are still areas which are rural and feel remote and peaceful e.g. to the north and east 
of Luton and around Leighton Buzzard.  
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The western most edge is dominated by the Greensand Ridge and Greensand Valley 
providing extensive views across the landscape of Heath & Reach and Leighton-Linslade 
and the settlements in the Settled and Farmed Clay Vales and Hills such as Eggington, 
Stanbridge and Tilsworth and Billington.  At the Western edge of the Greensand Ridge the 
sand quarries, combined with acid grasslands, heaths, marshy grasslands, springs and 
meadows form perhaps the richest and most varied complex of wildlife habitat in the whole 
County.  
 
The undulating landscape to the north of the area is based on the Gault Clay upon which 
several settlements are located; Barton-Le-Clay, Toddington, Chalgrave, Chalton and 
Hockliffe.  
 
The steep-sided Chalk Escarpments around the urban conurbation of Luton provide 
extensive views with little settlement development and more potential for habitat creation 
and open space. The chalk has been quarried for centuries and, once abandoned, these 
sites have developed a rich variety of calcareous habitat. The important areas of lowland 
calcareous grassland on the chalk slopes and the quarries make up a quarter of all 
Bedfordshire’s Sites of Special Scientific Interest.  
 
The three main watercourses in the area are the Grand Union Canal, the River Ouzel and 
the River Lea. The Grand Union Canal and the River Ouzel dissect Leighton Linslade and 
extend through the town to the south forming part of the Bedfordshire boundary west of 
Billington. The present course of the River Ouzel follows that of a large glacial stream 
flowing beneath ice some 400,000 years ago. The River Lea flows through Luton, some of 
the river is now covered by buildings or road systems; however, other parts reveal river 
banks and link with areas of accessible green space which provides a green corridor through 
the urban areas and opportunities for open space improvements. The chalk streams run 
through two County Wildlife Sites in Luton; Fallowfield and Cowslip Meadow.  
 

 
Grand Union Canal (The Greensand Trust) 
 
Historically the light soils of the Greensand Ridge and the Chilterns have been occupied for 
over 125,000 years and routeways such as the Icknield Way, a prehistoric route across the 
chalk escarpment. Heathland vegetation was once widespread on the Greensand Ridge 
although this habitat is now much reduced and many areas of previous Heathland are 
conifer plantations. The Greensand Ridge also provides a major resource for informal 
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recreation for Luton and southern Bedfordshire and surrounding populations where the well 
drained soils provide good conditions underfoot both winter and summer. The mineral 
industries have had and still have a huge influence on the southern Bedfordshire landscape 
but they can also provide opportunities for recreational use and habitat creation. Sandstone 
quarries for local building stone are situated throughout the Ridge although Sandstone is 
now rarely used except for repairs. Sand is a major industry in the Heath & Reach and 
Leighton Buzzard area.  
 

 
Quarry in Heath & Reach (The Greensand Trust)  
 
The area is noted for the richness and variety of its heritage such as buildings constructed 
from different types and colour of local bricks, clunch and flint, and timber-framing.  Other 
important features include: remains of Prehistoric and Roman settlement in the river valleys; 
mediaeval earthworks; large country houses and historic parks and gardens; ancient and 
planted woodlands on the Greensand Ridge; estate villages; and brick and small-scale 
engineering works, hat factories and home workers housing in Luton and Dunstable. 
 
Although predominantly an area for arable agriculture there are some important remnants of 
Heathland and acid grassland that have survived on the light sandy soils and on the chalk 
lowland meadow (BAP priority habitat), some of which is on the ridge and furrow. Areas of 
grassland often near settlements with surviving ridge and furrow grassland mean that 
grazing remains an important component of the conservation of the distinctive landscape 
and wildlife habitats.   

2.2 Growth Context  

As part of the Milton Keynes and South Midlands Growth area, Luton and southern 
Bedfordshire are expected to accommodate at least 27,300 new homes (and associated 
infrastructure) by 2021 with Mid Bedfordshire, Bedford and northern Marston Vale area 
providing an additional 30,500 homes. Pressure for further additional homes in the period 
2021 to 2031 is expected.  
 
This growth provides the opportunity to plan and deliver a GI network that meets the needs 
of both new and existing communities.  
 
Green Infrastructure contributes to the development of sustainable communities; as well as 
delivering environmental benefits it delivers benefits for wildlife and health.  
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2.2.1 Population 

The proposed growth (East of England Plan RSS14) will increase the number of households 
in Bedfordshire (Office for National Statistics, 2004a) and Luton (Office for National 
Statistics, 2004b) from 116,419 to 142,519 between 2001 and 2021. This is approximately a 
40% increase in the number of households in southern Bedfordshire over the next 20 years. 
Neighbouring areas such as Mid Bedfordshire, Buckinghamshire and North Hertfordshire are 
expecting similar, if not higher, levels of growth over the same period which will have an 
impact on the people, services and Green Infrastructure of Luton and southern Bedfordshire. 
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Figure 2 Topography  
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Figure 3 Core Strategy - potential areas for development
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2.2.2 Transport  

The mainline railway connecting London to the Midlands runs through Luton and the east 
of the area with stops in Harlington and Leagrave. The M1 motorway and the A5 Watling 
Street bisect the area and are busy commuter routes, but also act as a barrier to wildlife and 
people.   
 
Luton Airport is also a major contributor to traffic in the area. The restrictions relating to an 
airport and the surrounding area will have an impact on the management of the adjacent 
green infrastructure i.e. Wigmore Valley Park and the area towards Someries Castle.  
 
The Grand Union Canal provides transport primarily used for recreation encouraging more 
visitors to the area. The Leighton Buzzard Railway has potential to transport people 
between open spaces locally.  
 
In this locality, Sustrans National Cycle Network (NCN) Route 6 passes through the 
centre of Luton on to Houghton Regis, Dunstable and Leighton Buzzard; further afield, it 
links with St Albans and London to the south, and in the other direction to Milton Keynes and 
the north west of England. The NCN focuses on links from towns to the countryside and from 
villages to the towns; hence it provides a safe facility for walkers and cyclists of all abilities. 
Sustrans works with the local authorities, Wildlife Trust and the Greensand Trust to secure 
and enhance the Green Infrastructure around the traffic free sections. Within Luton, NCN 6 
forms the spine of a comprehensive local network of routes connecting most significant 
locations; and at Sewell Greenway – a very attractive pedestrian and cycle path on the 
former railway to the north of Dunstable – a link has recently been constructed to the 
Chiltern’s Gateway Centre on Dunstable Downs, this route – NCN 574 – will eventually be 
extended to Berkhamsted. Current construction work is to the south of Luton, where again 
the former rail track bed is being used to create a completely traffic free route between the 
two towns. Sustrans is also working on a cycle route mapping project to support the next 
Cycle Strategy for Central Bedfordshire Unitary Council.  
 
There is an extensive public Right of Way network in the area.  
 
There are a number of proposed enhancement schemes to strategic roads as well as new 
road connections in the southern Bedfordshire area: 
 

 Hard shoulder of M1 running for 15 miles (25km) between Junction 10 and 13.   
 Junction improvements at 11, 12 and 13.  
 Dual carriageway between Dunstable and M1.  

  
A feasibility study is being carried out on the proposal for a Luton northern bypass linking the 
M1 with the A6. This proposed bypass could potentially perform three major functions;  

 “To be a key part of a route around the urban area.  
 To form a new link between the M1, A6 and, potentially, A505  
 To be the main access to major new housing and employment sites located to the 

north of the M1 to A6 section of the new route.” 

(Luton Borough Council, 2009) 

There are also further schemes being investigated: 

 Luton northern bypass 
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 Woodside Connection (to improve access to Woodside Industrial Estate in 
Dunstable) 

 The Luton Dunstable Guided Busway will provide more opportunity to access open 
space both within the urban areas and beyond. For further information about the 
route of the busway see http://www.luton.gov.uk/busway  

 
 

3. The Plan Preparation process 

 
Green Infrastructure planning is an integrated approach, bringing together information from a 
range of themes.  This Plan and the proposed Luton and southern Bedfordshire GI Network 
have been developed through the following stages: 
 

3.1 Baseline review  
3.2 Additional Stakeholder consultation 
3.3 Integration Process  
3.4 Identification of GI Network and Project Plan 

 
These are illustrated in the chart below. 

3.1 Baseline Review 

 
Since 2004, work on developing a GI network for Luton and southern Bedfordshire has been 
supported by stakeholder input from stakeholder workshops held throughout the area.   
 
As a basis for this Plan, existing GI assets were mapped according to the 5 themes 
mentioned in 1.3: 

 
 Accessible Greenspace 
 Access Routes 
 Biodiversity 
 Historic Environment 
 Landscape 

 
A ‘Theme Leader’ (a professional in the specific theme) was appointed for each of the 
themes.  They have worked with the relevant reference groups where these exist (e.g. 
Bedfordshire & Luton Biodiversity Forum).  The Theme Leaders and relevant reference 
groups are listed in Appendix 2. A separate chapter has been written for each theme (see 
Chapters 6-10) and these have in turn been informed by a series of key studies and 
documents including: 
 

 Landscape characterisation 1:50,000 and 1:25,000 scales  
 Urban fringe landscape study commissioned by Chalk Arc Initiative (2004/5)  
 Historic Environment characterisation (detailed)  
 Biodiversity characterisation 
 Draft Luton and southern Bedfordshire Green Space Strategy  
 Strategic GI plan 
 Outdoor Access Improvement Plan 
 Luton Rights of Way Improvement Plan: Luton great Outdoors 
 Leighton Linslade Town Plan: ‘The Big Plan’  
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Each theme chapter considers existing Green Infrastructure assets, deficits and 
opportunities for enhancement and creation.  Each contains an ‘Opportunity Map’ (featuring 
existing assets and identified opportunities) that was taken forward to the integration 
process. Opportunities have been identified where there is a possibility for improvement of 
existing sites/areas or for creation of new sites and connections based upon the existing 
green infrastructure and the suitability of the proposed site i.e. exposed chalk features and 
slopes to create chalk grassland. 
 

3.2 Stakeholder and Community Consultation  

The draft network map was then used as the basis for two Luton Stakeholder workshops.  
The rationale behind holding additional workshops in Luton was specifically to redress the 
identified gap within previous studies (see below) to capture the views of Luton stakeholder 
groups and organisations.  The primary purpose of the workshops (essentially an afternoon 
workshop repeated in the evening to provide alternative times to attend) was to consult on 
the draft network map, identify inaccuracies and potential revisions to the network.  They 
also provided participants with the opportunity to put forward project ideas.  The workshops 
were held in central Luton, and stakeholders who were unable to attend were offered 
opportunities to submit written comments on the draft network and project ideas.  There was 

Figure 4 Green Infrastructure plan preparation process 
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also a ‘drop-in’ session held between the two workshops at which one-to-one engagement 
was possible.  All feedback was then collated and analysed (see Appendix 3).  
Partners in the Green Infrastructure Consortium were also offered an opportunity to 
comment on the whole document in draft format before final publication. The comments 
were recorded and where appropriate, after discussion with the relevant theme leader, the 
document was amended.  
 

3.3 Integration Process and Identification of Green Infrastructure Network  

 
The true value of Green Infrastructure planning is in the way that it is possible to combine 
the information on existing assets and opportunities for enhancement and creation in a 
spatial manner.  This provides a clear vision of the Green Infrastructure network and 
identifies where it is most advantageous to focus efforts and target Green Infrastructure 
development for present and future populations. 
 
The most effective and flexible way to do this is using a Geographical Information System 
(GIS).  All of the information on existing Green Infrastructure assets and the ‘opportunity 
areas’ from the five themes (see individual theme chapters for explanation of how each of 
these opportunity areas was created) was carried forward to the integration process, where 
these sets of information were overlain to produce a draft Integration Map (Figure 5).This 
was used as the focal point for a series of Theme Leader workshops, which resulted in the 
creation of a draft network map. It represented multiple GI benefits which could be possible, 
and provided the initial framework for a draft GI network for Luton and southern 
Bedfordshire. 
 
 Following the stakeholder workshop relevant previous work was re-analysed.  This included: 
 

 Stakeholder input from Draft GI Plan for Luton and southern Bedfordshire (2006) 
 Parish-level “Living Networks” GI Plans for: 

o Stanbridge and Tilsworth 
o Eggington 
o Billington 
o Chalgrave 
o Chalton 
o Kensworth 
o Totternhoe 
o Streatley  
o Sundon 
o Whipsnade 

 
 Beds & Luton Strategic GI Plan (2006) 
 Mid Bedfordshire GI Plan (2008) 
 Buckinghamshire GI Plan (2008) 
 North Herts GI Plan (Draft, 2008) 

 
At this stage a list of potential revisions to the draft network map were identified and fed into 
a further Theme Leader workshop, where final revisions were cross-referenced and agreed. 
 
The final network map is based around the areas where three or more themes overlapped 
and incorporating the existing GI assets.  
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3.4 The Luton & southern Bedfordshire Green Infrastructure Network  

 
The Luton and southern Bedfordshire GI network is shown in Figure 6 and identifies those 
areas where the maximum potential exists for the delivery of a multi-functional network of 
Green Infrastructure. The network shows key areas and corridors for investment. However it 
must be remembered that the boundaries of the network are not always closely defined and 
it may be that new opportunities will arise in the future that will allow the achievement of the 
aims and objectives of this Plan. This is particularly true as areas for new development are 
identified. It is intended that the network will be environmentally functional and make a 
substantial contribution to people’s quality of life. It requires the conservation and 
enhancement of existing assets as well as the creation of new features. 
 
Substantial parts of the network coincide with areas identified as preferred options for major 
development (refer back to figure 3).  This does not mean that it is a recommendation of this 
Plan that no development takes place within these areas.  It shows where the best 
opportunities exist, and appropriate, well-designed development will be one of the keys to 
unlocking the resources required to deliver the GI Network. 
 

3.4.1 Sustainable Transport 

For a GI network to be truly sustainable and equitable it needs to provide a range of assets 
close to where people live, facilitating access on foot, cycle or horse.  This has the 
advantages of reducing reliance on motorised transport, and therefore reducing congestion 
and pollution, and also encouraging healthier lifestyles. 
 
It is also advantageous to have good quality public transport connections.  For example, 
around 90% of the 400,000+ visits to Dunstable Downs made every year are by car/van 
(Central Bedfordshire Council/National Trust – various surveys).  Improved public transport 
connections, and information about these options, are crucial to achieving a modal shift in 
people’s behaviour. Around 83% of visitors to Luton’s parks and open spaces travel by foot 
and 11.5% travel by car (GreenSTAT).  The Chilterns Gateway Green Travel Plan (2007) 
identified a range of measures that have now been implemented to encourage access to 
Dunstable Downs by sustainable transport.  Several of these have now been implemented, 
including the construction of a ‘multi-user route’ linking it to Dunstable, re-location of the 
‘Chilterns Rambler’ bus stop and provision of information on public transport and 
walking/cycling routes on site leaflets.  However, it is still too early to be able to ascertain 
whether these have had the desired effect, and longer term monitoring is required. The 
planned Guided Busway will help to reduce traffic across Luton and Dunstable and provide 
an alternative means of transport to connect visitors to some of the green spaces within 
Luton and Dunstable.  
 
A good quality sustainable access network will also bring benefits to the local economy 
through tourism and day visitors.  Good quality GI will make an area more attractive to 
visitors, while a range of sustainable transport options will help ensure these visitors do not 
cause significant congestion, pollution and other pressures. 
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Figure 5 Theme Integration Map 
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3.5 Examples of potential projects  

 

3.5.1 Climate Change: 

Two ways in which GI can make a contribution to reducing the impacts of climate change: 
 

i. Creation of GI can have a positive impact on the absorption of carbon dioxide, for 
example the conversion of arable farmland to chalk grassland would result in a 
likely net increase in CO2 absorption because there would be a change to 
permanent vegetative cover.  The planting of trees and woodlands can also have 
the same effect, and can be a particularly good way of engaging people in a 
positive activity to reduce global warming. 

ii. Buffering and expanding existing habitats will help to improve the ability of species to 
adapt to a changing climate.  Many species are slow-moving or sedentary, or 
have limited dispersal mechanisms that cannot cope with the accelerated 
changes in climate now beginning to take place.  By creating larger areas of 
habitat and linking them together the ability of species to adapt and move will be 
much enhanced. 

 
GI projects should also take account of their ‘carbon footprint’.  Materials should be locally 
sourced, reducing distances they are transported.  Where any built facility is being 
constructed, they should maximise energy efficiency and utilise renewable energy 
technologies wherever possible.  The role of these facilities as an ‘exemplar’/demonstration 
facility, where people can see the latest technologies working, is also important. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 6 Luton and southern Bedfordshire Green Infrastructure Network

Luton and southern Bedfordshire 
Green Infrastructure network 



Luton and South Bedfordshire Green Infrastructure plan 2009 30

4. Network Area Descriptions and Project lists 

 
In order to look at the Network in more detail it has been sub-divided into four Network 
Areas within Luton and southern Bedfordshire: 
 

 Network Area 1 – The Ouzel Valley   
 Network Area 2 – The Chalk Arc  
 Network Area 3 – Leighton-Linslade to Dunstable  
 Network Area 4 – The Upper Lea Valley  

 
These areas have been selected using the Strategic GI plan corridors as their basis. The 
breakdown across the Network Areas is done to aid clarity but it should be remembered that 
it is a network, and also aims to connect with networks in adjacent administrative areas. 
 
The Network Areas, and priority projects to take the Network forward, are now described. 
 
The priority projects for each of these Network Areas have been prioritised as a result of 
significant support through the workshops, in combination with support through the theme 
work. They can therefore be seen as a series of projects identified by professionals and local 
community stakeholders that could be taken forward as part of investing in the GI network.  
 
The list is not exhaustive and there are also actions included within the individual themes, 
as well as those relevant to the whole of the area.  
 
Generally the maintenance of the existing resource is not covered in the Project List. It 
should not be assumed that this important aspect of the sustainability of the GI network is 
under control or properly resourced. Changes in Government/European Policy and changes 
in world markets such as fuel and food prices can have a dramatic effect on land use with 
knock on effects on the effectiveness of the Network. There are also unresolved issues 
regarding the costs of maintaining GI features in all themes but especially within the 
biodiversity, historic landscape and accessible greenspace themes. 
 
In relation to mitigating the effects of climate change there is an assumption that there will be 
no loss of flood plain capacity from future development and opportunities for increased flood 
storage will be sought. The latter can often be combined with habitat creation. The principle 
of buffering and linking wildlife sites to allow habitats and species to adapt to climate change 
is implicit in many of the proposed GI projects. In addition, GI projects have the potential to 
help increase levels of carbon sequestration. 
 
 
Projects  
A large number of project ideas were submitted through consultation activities relating to this 
Plan and via the theme work.  It would be extremely difficult and counter-productive to 
attempt to deliver every potential project at once, and there is not the capacity within existing 
organisations and partnerships to do so.  It is therefore necessary to prioritise projects 
according to how well they deliver the GI network for Luton and southern Bedfordshire.  In 
order to help organisations and partnerships seeking to deliver the GI network focus their 
expertise, knowledge and energy most efficiently the list of projects has been prioritised 
according to location (i.e. is it in the network?) and whether it has been identified as an 
opportunity within the theme work. These projects will provide an indicative list of what could 
be achievable in each Network Area.  
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Delivery depends on resources available.  It will therefore be important to look at the priority 
projects in the context of specific funding opportunities and the objectives of the funding 
bodies as these arise, to maximise delivery of the Network. 
 
The full list of projects submitted by theme leaders and through consultation is included 
within the Appendix 4.  
 
The projects were assessed against the network to ensure their delivery would compliment, 
add to and enhance the GI network.   
 
Other factors considered when prioritising included: 
 

 Does the project have a clear lead 
 Where a project is located 
 Type of project 
 When will a project be delivered/when is it needed? 

 
This information about projects will be fed into the project database managed by the Green 
Infrastructure Consortium. This database is subject to continuous review and update by the 
Consortium.  

4.1 Network Area 1 – The Ouzel Valley  

This area extends from south of Leighton Buzzard at the Bedfordshire/Buckinghamshire 
border along the Ouzel River Valley, through the centre of Leighton Linslade and connecting 
with Milton Keynes in the north. It runs through the landscape character areas of the 
Greensand Ridge (a regionally important landform) and Settled and Farmed Clay Vales and 
Hills. The Grand Union Canal within the Ouzel Valley provides further opportunities for 
access, recreation and habitat creation.  
 
The area of Wooded Greensand Ridge in the north of the sub-area contains Kings Wood 
National Nature Reserve, Bakers Wood SSSI and Stockgrove Country Park.  
 
Shown as section 7 within the Strategic Green Infrastructure Plan for Bedfordshire and 
Luton.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Network Area 1 indicative Projects with Network Area (see Figure 7) 
 
Southern Ouzel Meadows (LSB1) 
Identified as priority landscape, greenspace and access project within the Theme 
chapters. It will aim to provide access across land to key points along the Grand Union 
Canal and Ouzel River Valley corridor, connecting rural areas with the facilities in the 
town. It will also connect new communities to schools and open spaces. Informal open 
space provided by the flood meadows of the River Ouzel and managed for conservation 
and flood management. Enhancement of the canal and river corridor will provide 
attractive places for people to visit. 
 
Rushmere Park (LSB2) 
Identified as priority greenspace, access, landscape and biodiversity project within the 
Theme chapters. It would provide opportunities to create a new green space, improve 
access between existing open space, provide alternative facilities to adjacent 
countryside sites.   
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Figure 7 Network Area Map 1 The Ouzel Valley showing example projects
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4.2 Network Area 2 – The Chalk Arc  

The network area surrounds some of the major urban areas inlcuding; Luton, Houghton 
Regis and Dunstable. It includes some important biodiversity, landscape and heritage 
features; Blows Downs, Totternhoe Knolls, Warden and Galley Hills, Wauluds Banks and 
Drays Ditches.  
 
The area north of Houghton Regis is within the AONB. The Rolling Chalk Farmland provides 
an attractive contrast to the chalk escarpments around Sundon and Barton (sub-area 1) as 
well as between Totternhoe and Dunstable Downs. The chalk scarp slope to the south of 
Dunstable is steep and pronounced and forms a dramatic semi-rural edge to the town. Views 
back over the urban area are extensive but from the plateau there are also views over 
attractive wooded agricultural land.  
 
The area north of Luton provide rural features and settlements near to Luton and includes 
the SSSI and local Nature Reserve Warden and Galley Hills; Sundon Hills Country Park, 
Barton Hills and Sharpenhoe Clappers.   
 
On the Hertfordshire border the communities of Whipsnade, Kensworth, Studham, 
Caddington, Slip End and Hyde sit in the Chalk dipslope and valleys (Land Use Consultants, 
2007). The chalk dipslope is a vital rural gap between Luton and Harpenden. Stockwood 
Park and Luton Hoo provide an immediate contrast with the urban edge – the established 
trees and peaceful views are rich in feature. This area is almost entirely within the AONB 
and contains scenery and visitor attractions of national renown such as Dunstable Downs 
and Whipsnade Wild Animal Park. There is a strong inter-relationship between the chalk 
landscapes – the scarp, the dipslope and the rolling farmland. 
 
Shown as section 9 within the Strategic Green Infrastructure Plan for Bedfordshire and 
Luton.  
 
 

Network Area 2 Project List (see Figure 8)  
 
Chalk Living Landscape (LSB3)  
Several large scale projects across the Chalk Arc Corridor fall into this project. It would improve 
existing sites such as Houghton Regis Quarry, Totternhoe Knolls, Blows Downs and Dallow 
Downs and facilitate access through capital works and promotion to encourage other visitors to 
the area. The chalk pits form part of the distinctive landscape of southern Bedfordshire and can 
help to improve the biodiversity and landscape value of the area. Chalk Living Landscape (or the 
sites within it) has been identified as a priority greenspace, landscape, access, biodiversity and 
historic environment project.  
 
Sundon Hills Enhancement (LSB4)  
This has been identified as a priority within the access, heritage, biodiversity and landscape 
themes. The buffering of the existing SSSI with chalk grassland re-creation on the shallow soils to 
the north will help improve the biodiversity value and compensate for loss through erosion along 
footpaths. There is potential for wetland creation and access links to the restored Sundon landfill 
and the access areas at Sundon quarry.  
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Figure 8 Network Area Map 2 The Chalk Arc showing example projects
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4.3 Network Area 3 – Leighton-Linslade to Dunstable  

Mostly farmland with the settlements of Hockliffe, Eggington, Stanbridge, Tilsworth and 
Totternhoe scattered across the Settled and Farmed Clay Vales.  
 
The greatest opportunities in this area are along the Clipstone Brook corridor and around the 
Totternhoe Knolls.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
Overlooking Totternhoe Knolls (Lisa King) 

Network Area 3 Project List (see Figure 9) 
 
Totternhoe Heritage Park (LSB5) 
Enhanced site linkage and improved accessibility to the landscape. Focusing on 
promotion and interpretation of its working landscape. Opportunities to interpret, safe-
guard and enhanced Maiden Bower should be sourced.  This has been identified as a 
priority within the following themes; biodiversity, landscape, heritage, open space and 
access.  
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Figure 9 Network Area Map 3 Leighton-Linslade to Dunstable showing example projects 
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4.4 Network Area 4 – The Upper Lea Valley  

Extending along the River Lea Valley from the eastern and western edges of Luton to the 
south connecting with Harpenden. The majority of this area is urban and covers central and 
southern Luton. Some of the River Lea is still visible while other parts have been buried, 
however the Environment Agency have stated that ‘it is feasible and viable to de-culvert the 
Lea through Luton Town centre’. South of Luton, the River winds through open pastures in a 
chalk valley.  
 
It includes important heritage features such as Waulud’s Bank Neolithic earthworks, 
Wardown Park and Luton Hoo.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Leagrave Park (Lisa King) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Network Area 4 Project List (see Figure 10) 
 
Luton’s Forgotten Rivers Project (LSB6) 
This is an integrated strategy and delivery plan to enhance the Upper River Lea corridor 
and tributaries in southern Bedfordshire and Luton for wildlife and people. The project 
would include practical conservation work to enhance the setting and quality of the river 
corridor as an educational resource with community involvement and conserve and 
enhance the historical environment features of the corridor.  
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Figure 10 Network Area Map 4 Upper Lea Valley showing example projects 
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5. Implementation 

 

5.1. Introduction 

Although Green Infrastructure is a relatively new term the component parts are not. There 
are a range of organisations and mechanisms already in place within Luton and southern 
Bedfordshire that manage, maintain, enhance and deliver existing and new GI components. 
The new aspect of Green Infrastructure is the co-ordinated and integrated approach taken in 
the planning and delivery of Green Infrastructure in a specified area. In Bedfordshire and 
Luton the Green Infrastructure Consortium (GIC) has been established to oversee this 
process. The GIC have developed methodologies for GI planning at the different levels and 
coordinated the prioritisation of GI Projects for specific funding opportunities. They will have 
an important role in ensuring that the Bedfordshire and Luton Strategic GI Plan is monitored 
and reviewed at regular intervals.  However, the ‘ownership’ of district/borough level GI 
Plans is with the local authorities covering that district/borough – in this instance Luton 
Borough Council and Central Bedfordshire Council.  
 
This chapter reviews some of the major influences on GI implementation and makes a series 
of recommendations on delivery of the GI network. 
 

5.2 Delivering through the Planning system 

The impetus for this plan came through housing and industrial growth planned for the area. 
The planning system will have a vital role to play in the protection, delivery and 
enhancement of the GI network through effective spatial planning. It will provide guidance on 
the most effective and efficient areas for the new parts of the network that are needed to 
provide for new populations and to make good any existing deficiencies. Further investment 
from public and private sectors will be crucial to help address current and future needs for GI 
provision; however, it is equally important that new developments make commensurate 
contributions towards new and improved local infrastructure where that development will add 
to infrastructure needs and requirements locally.   Even smaller developments create 
significant additional demands for new infrastructure.  
 
Within the Luton and southern Bedfordshire Local Development Scheme the need for a 
Growth Area Planning Obligations SPD has been identified. This Green Infrastructure Plan 
will be used to inform the development of GI charges as part of this proposed planning 
obligations strategy.  
 
For some elements of Green Infrastructure it may be appropriate to seek contributions from 
commercial development. These would be negotiated on a case-by-case basis.  
 

5.3 Grant Funding and other External Funding Sources 

Members of the Bedfordshire and Luton GIC have an excellent track record in securing 
resources through external funding schemes (including Lottery, Landfill Communities Fund, 
Aggregates Levy Sustainability Fund) for their aspects of GI. However many of the sources 
of grant aid are for capital expenditure and the costs of maintenance are rarely adequate to 
deliver the levels of quality required. This situation has been in existence for some time and 
applies to many aspects of the existing GI components. It is therefore particularly serious 
when this plan is proposing a significant increase to provide a fully functional network. 
 
The Beds and Luton Biodiversity Co-ordinator has developed a Funding Strategy for 
delivering the Biodiversity Action Plan targets across Bedfordshire and Luton. This is a 'live' 
document that will be continually updated.  It identifies the elements that require external 
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funding, and uses agreed costs from generic costing tables prepared for national Habitat and 
Species Action Plans (prepared by the UK BAP group) and the experience of BAP partners.  
The Funding Strategy identifies potential delivery mechanisms and will be an invaluable tool 
in directing fundraising efforts of the BAP partners.  It is estimated that the greatest 
proportion of funding required is for habitat creation projects, which could contribute 
significantly to the Luton and southern Bedfordshire GI network. 
  
Similarly former Bedfordshire County Council produced a Funding Strategy for delivering the 
'Bedfordshire Outdoor Access Improvement Plan' in 2006. 
 
 
The Housing Growth Fund 
This funding comes as a grant from the Department of Communities and Local Government 
(CLG) to the local authorities working in Luton and southern Bedfordshire.  For the 2008-11 
period the funding is administered by Luton Borough Council, and funding is allocated to a 
range of projects, including GI.  Specific funding is allocated to GI projects through the Chalk 
Arc Steering Group, who assess schemes against specific criteria.  The funding available 
through this scheme for the period 2008-11 is £1.5m, which it is envisaged will help deliver: 
 

 Approximately 60ha of strategic multi-functional greenspace, preferably as a single 
site 

 1-2 flagship new local greenspace facilities (7-14ha) and enhancements to 10ha of 
additional sites 

 Enhancement and creation of key green cycle and walking links 
 On the ground improvements with a minimum of 14 local communities through the 

Chalk Arc Community Grant Scheme 
 
The Chalk Arc essentially applies to the whole of the Luton and southern Bedfordshire area, 
but it does include priority areas, as illustrated in Appendix 5.  
 
 
To ensure that the 60ha strategic multi-functional greenspace is located in the best potential 
location, taking account of a range of factors, the Chalk Arc Initiative has commissioned an 
independent consultancy to undertake a scoping study that appraises a range of options and 
advises on the best delivery opportunities.  The Accessible Greenspace chapter has taken 
full account of the interim findings of this study, which is due to be completed in September 
2009.   
 
 
Other funding opportunities: 
 
There are a range of other funding schemes available that can potentially deliver GI projects 
in this area.  These include: 
 

 Lottery Funding (including the Heritage Lottery Fund, the Big Lottery Fund, plus Sport 
England and Arts Council Funding) 

 Landfill Tax Funding 
 Aggregates Levy Sustainability Fund  
 Rural Development Programme England (RDPE) – through the ‘Leader’ approach – 

‘Local Development Strategies’ have been produced for the Chilterns, Greensand 
Ridge and Aylesbury Vale & Milton Keynes areas.  

 
It is not intended to provide full details of each and every funding opportunity, as this would 
become rapidly out of date.  The Green Infrastructure Consortium acts as a forum for 
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exchanging information, raising awareness of funding schemes and encouraging partnership 
working.  It also seeks to prioritise projects in relation to funding opportunities at a strategic 
level. 
 

5.4 Agriculture and Forestry 

With the majority of land still in agricultural production this can have a significant influence on 
many of the aspects of Green Infrastructure. The agricultural policy following the Second 
World War led to the destruction of many landscape, historic and wildlife features of our 
countryside on a scale never previously seen. However in recent years the advent of agri-
environment schemes and the English Woodland Grant Scheme has meant that there are a 
range of incentives available for farmers and landowners to carry out beneficial 
environmental activities. These have ranged from creating chalk grassland, improved 
management of historic earthworks, replacing hedgerows or permissive horse riding routes. 
The limitation of such schemes is that they are time limited and increases in world prices of 
grain mean the pressure is back to grow more arable crops and the benefits accrued are 
now being lost. This GI Plan can used to help ensure that environmental support and 
incentives for agricultural land are targeted most effectively for maximum environmental and 
recreational benefit. 
 
Forestry operations in the recent past have depended substantially on the incentives 
available through grant schemes and tax breaks and the management of existing broad 
leaved woodlands has been at a low level. This situation has been exacerbated by the costs 
of overcoming the problems of muntjac deer browsing young trees and regrowth. Rising 
commodity prices and fuel costs is leading to a new optimism regarding the economics of 
woodland management which could lead to improved management of existing woodlands 
and new woodland plantings. 
 
Southern Bedfordshire and Luton is not a greatly wooded area, but existing woodlands play 
an important role as a landscape feature, and by screening development and transport 
corridors.  New planting and the working of the existing woodlands should take these factors 
into account.   
 
Landowners and land managers have shown interest in biofuels, most notably willow grown 
for short rotation coppice (SRC).  Whilst it is important to have a diverse energy supply, 
including significant amounts of renewable energy sources, the landscape impact of such 
schemes should be carefully considered.  Whilst biodiversity benefits are relatively small, 
there are potential benefits in terms of access, particularly if new access links or 
greenspaces can be created that help take the GI network forward.  It will be important to 
ensure potential SRC schemes are well designed and deliver GI benefits wherever 
possible.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Recommendations:  

 Ensure that the GI Plan is used by agri-environment scheme advisors (e.g. 
FWAG) and Woodland/Forestry advisors to focus their work on the areas 
where they can be most effective in delivering GI. 

 Ensure that there is a high quality of design when considering energy 
crops such as SRC 
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5.5 Local Communities 

Town and Parish Councils and local community groups can play a significant role in 
delivering GI. Parish level ‘Living Networks’ GI Plans have already been undertaken in 
Sundon, Chalton, Whipsnade, Kensworth, Totternhoe, Eggington, Billington, Stanbridge and 
Tilsworth, Chalgrave and Streatley. Unfortunately there is not complete coverage within 
Luton and southern Beds, with the parishes of Heath & Reach, Hockliffe, Eaton Bray, 
Studham, Caddington, Slip End and Hyde as well as the larger conurbations of Toddington, 
Houghton Regis and Dunstable not having a GI Plan, nor has funding currently been 
secured to deliver these in the near future.  Those that do exist have proven a useful 
information source for this Plan.  Experience to date has demonstrated how important it is 
that resources are available to implement projects that come forward as a result of the parish 
GI planning process, to ensure local communities continue to have confidence in the 
process and the organisations delivering it.  The Chalk Arc Community Grant Scheme is a 
good example of joined up thinking in this respect – projects that have been identified as a 
priority within a ‘Living Networks Action Plan’ score additional ‘points’ in the assessment 
process.   
  
It is important that the local authorities work in partnership with local communities to deliver 
against the objectives of both the Bedfordshire and the Luton Sustainable Communities 
Strategies.  Working through Local Strategic Partnerships has been an important method of 
doing this. It is anticipated that the Community Governance Initiative in Luton will take 
forward the idea of Green Infrastructure planning at ward level.  
 

5.6 Partner Organisations 

As has already been stated there are many organisations that deliver aspects of GI.  
Bedfordshire and Luton has a good track record of partnership working where a range of 
organisations have come together to achieve a multi-functional set of aims and objectives – 
the Chalk Arc Initiative, the Ouzel Valley Park Steering Group, the Chilterns Gateway project 
and the GI Consortium itself  being good examples. The effectiveness of this approach has 
been well demonstrated and it is recommended that this technique of integrated and 
coordinated action is further developed to implement this Plan. 
 
 

5.7 Monitoring and Review  

The information base for each theme, along with the Plan itself, will need to be reviewed and 
updated as circumstances change, other plans and strategies (including the Local 
Development Scheme) are developed and GI projects are delivered.  Further community 
level GI planning will also improve the knowledge base and identify further community 
aspirations, which it will be important to feed into any review process.  Review will also be 
important as the implications of climate change are better understood and mitigation plans 
developed. 
 
The responsibility for monitoring and reviewing this Plan and its delivery should rest with 
Luton Borough Council and Central Bedfordshire Council.  However, the Beds & Luton GIC 
could offer significant support with this. 
 
The cycle of monitoring delivery needs to be considered.  Project lists can easily become out 
of date, as circumstances change, officers move on, organisational priorities change and 
projects actually get delivered.  An annual cycle of prioritising and reviewing projects would 
therefore seem sensible.   
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In terms of reviewing this Plan as a whole, the picture will change significantly over the next 
few years.  There will be more certainty over the location of development and associated 
infrastructure.  It was a recommendation of the Mid Bedfordshire GI Plan that it is reviewed 
within 3 years (i.e autumn 2011), and with the formation of Central Bedfordshire Council it 
would be logical to review both GI Plans at the same time, so that theme work can be carried 
out efficiently and to ensure that the two networks are complimentary.  
 
 
 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Recommendation: 

 That Luton Borough Council and Central Bedfordshire Council review 
delivery of the GI Network projects on an annual basis, with support from 
the Beds and Luton GIC. 

 That this GI Plan is reviewed in the autumn of 2011, alongside the review 
of the Mid Bedfordshire GI Plan. 
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The following chapters give details of the work carried out for the individual themes.  
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6. Landscape 

 

6.1 Introduction 

The landscape of southern Bedfordshire has varied character and in the main is considered 
highly attractive. Luton and southern Bedfordshire is renowned for the distinctive chalk 
escarpments and hills of the Chilterns Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB) but also 
contains attractive pastoral landscapes, a sequence of clay hills and vales and the western 
edge of the Greensand Ridge. Agriculture is still the main land use and the impact of farming 
practice largely determines the presence and condition of landscape features.  
 
Luton and southern Bedfordshire is the most urban area in Bedfordshire; a significant extent 
of countryside experiences the typical decline associated with poor land management in the 
urban fringe. Luton and Dunstable both have residential areas built up to the boundary of the 
AONB, which provides a rich and dramatic setting. Views over the urban area are extensive 
from the hills and escarpments, but in other locations the visual impact of development is 
limited. However, the major transport corridor e.g. the M1 and A5 are intrusive. Luton and 
the Caddington area are also affected by disturbance from Luton airport – this includes the 
impact of traffic, car parking and views to infrastructure as well as actual aircraft noise.  
 
Despite this there are still significant tracts of countryside e.g. to the north and east of Luton 
and around Leighton Buzzard which are truly rural, have a remote feel and are peaceful. The 
landscape is a key reason for visiting the countryside – recreational pressure at popular sites 
is such that damage to the resource has become a serious issue.  
 
Landscape enhancement in the urban fringe has long been a priority for action, with various 
organisations undertaking projects in partnership with landowners and the community. The 
Chalk Arc Initiative works with communities in Luton and southern Bedfordshire including the 
urban conurbations of Luton, Dunstable and Houghton Regis.  
 
Southern Bedfordshire is subject to pressure for growth, particularly to the north of Luton, 
Dunstable and Houghton Regis and to the east and west of Leighton Linslade. Design 
quality and mitigation will need to be exemplary to minimise intrusion into the countryside 
;this is particularly relevant for road proposals as these will extend an urban influence into 
areas of GI significance. 
 
The ‘landscape’ resource combines the interpretation of the physical landform with the 
human response to its visual and amenity value. Landscape is very much about the 
relationship between people and the places they value. This is particularly important with 
regard to the urban fringe. Urban landscapes are also relevant to the GI plan, especially if 
they can be linked to connect sites in the countryside.  
 

6.2 Landscape Character 

 
The accepted approach to evaluating landscape is through landscape character 
assessment. This is an objective approach to description based on the premise that all 
landscapes are valuable but have different characteristics and condition. Characteristic 
features are described in an integrated approach taking account of the contribution of 
cultural heritage, biodiversity, accessibility and the relationship to settlements. Only following 
an understanding of the landscape context can new development be designed to respond to 
the setting and enhance rather than detract from what is valued or creates the sense of 
place. New planting associated with development or the landscaping of sites to create GI 
must also be sympathetic to landscape character.  
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A District level Landscape Character Assessment (LCA) was prepared as a consultation 
draft in 2007. This identified 23 landscape character areas (lcas) within the framework of 8 
generic landscape types described in the County Landscape Character assessment (Land 
Use Consultants, 2007). These are illustrated in Figure 11. 
 
A major issue arising from the LCA is the judgement that all of the lcas are judged to be in a 
declined or declining condition. Decline is a result of many factors but there are also 
examples of investment in landscape management which has strengthened landscape 
character e.g. the restoration of downland from the invasion of scrub and restoration of 
hedgerow adjacent to Drays Ditches.  
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Figure 11 Landscape Character Areas  
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6.3 Landscape Opportunities Methodology 

 
A more detailed approach than that utilised at the Strategic Level has been used for the 
Luton and southern Bedfordshire plan. The Strategic Green Infrastructure Plan identified 
landscape opportunity areas which identified where GI would bring most benefit to 
communities and the existing landscape, based on the management prescriptions 
functioning at a County level scale i.e. conservation, conservation and enhancement and 
landscape renewal. The Plan recognised that further work would be required to identify 
smaller scale but characteristic landscape opportunity areas at the Luton and southern 
Bedfordshire scale.  
 
For the Luton and southern Bedfordshire Plan, the prescriptions for each lca have been 
analysed in detail; this study underpins the selection of opportunity areas and projects. 
Landscape quality varies within each character area and so range of management 
treatments are required, not just the one category used strategically e.g. the Chiltern Hills 
were designated as an area requiring conservation but at the Luton and southern 
Bedfordshire level it is acknowledged that even within the AONB there are areas which 
would benefit from landscape renewal and enhancement. Generally in any lca there is a 
need for conservation of existing features, enhanced management of features in decline and 
reinstatement to create connections and screening. A table outlining the landscape strategy 
for each lca is given in Appendix 6. 
 
Whilst the countryside provides the greatest opportunity, the urban fringe is a particularly 
important landscape for very many people. Hence landscapes lacking feature or in poor 
condition but located where they can benefit existing or proposed communities are a key 
priority in Luton and southern Bedfordshire.  
 
The presence and condition of feature as within the agricultural landscape is also relevant, 
as farmland provides the context for GI and is critical in the view from accessible sites and 
the rights of way network. Many people also experience the countryside from roads but also 
the mitigation of traffic makes enhancement of transport corridors a valuable contribution to 
GI.  
 
However, certain landscapes will be the most important for GI investment – these will 
typically be areas:- 
 

 Valued by users 
 of high scenic quality  
 where improvements create connectivity 
 where there is public access 
 sites rich in biodiversity and/or cultural heritage 
 areas of elative tranquillity 

 
Tranquillity is an increasingly important factor affecting the enjoyment of landscape. The 
CPRE Tranquillity map for Bedfordshire has been a useful reference (CPRE) and this aspect 
is also discussed in the LCA. With increasing urban pressures, peaceful landscapes and 
those free from visual intrusion are a rare commodity.  
 
Community input is a vital part of the lCA process. A public workshop was held to inform the 
preparation of the District level LCA which together with the workshops held at the Parish 
level and to progress the GI Plan provide a clear consensus about which landscapes are 
valued by the community and where conservation, improvements or renewal are required. 
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The list of landmarks, views and important sites produced at the landscape workshop is 
included at Appendix 7. 
 
 
Identification of the Opportunity Areas 
 
A draft plan of was drawn up by the County Landscape Officer and circulated to the 
Greensand Trust, The Chalk Arc Initiative, The Groundwork Trust and CPRE for comment.  
 
“Landscape” covers wide panoramas and is not as site specific as the other themes. The 
quality and range of landscape present led to an extensive zone of countryside identified as 
being of high value and distinctive character and so of intrinsic value for GI. This has been 
mapped as the “Wider Area of Search” enhancement within this area would strengthen 
character and improve features within the view from the Strategic GI corridors. Within this 
search area there are many sites of existing high value for GI e.g. woodlands, historic 
parklands, green lanes and vales providing the foreground to escarpments.  
 
An attempt was then made to prioritise critical landscapes within this search area by 
identifying the existing high value sites, outstanding panoramic views and landmarks 
together with land identified as having greatest scope for landscape renewal, particularly if 
this could deliver enhancement projects prioritised at the workshops. These areas, together 
with selected urban fringe and transport corridor enhancements form the District level 
“Landscape Priority Opportunity Areas”.  
 
These two levels of opportunity have been mapped as the Landscape Opportunity Areas 
(Figure 12). The Priority Opportunity Areas have been carried forward to the integration 
process. This process helped identify smaller scale distinctive landscapes as well as those 
known within the Strategic Corridors. The results have been grouped into the following 
opportunity areas which are described using the LCA headings: 
 

1. Leighton Buzzard rural urban fringe 
2. North Luton, Dunstable, Houghton Regis rural urban fringe 
3. North Luton Chiltern landscape 
4. South Luton, Dunstable Chiltern valley landscape 
5. Dunstable urban fringe and north west Chilterns 

 
The following themes enhancement landscape opportunities are also described:-  
 

 Enhancement of the rural – urban fringe 
 Road corridor enhancement 
 Rail corridors 
 GI within the agricultural landscape 

 
The urban fringe priorities are shown graphically. Further work is needed to produce a 
detailed list of projects, but areas known to be of poor quality landscape, especially if linked 
to access routes or areas of wildlife importance have been highlighted at this stage. These 
landscape projects are being promoted to enhance GI linkage: they are not put forward as 
general enhancement schemes to rectify past failures  
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Figure 12 Landscape Opportunity Areas 
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6.4 Landscape Opportunity by Landscape Character Area 

 

6.4.1 Leighton Buzzard Urban Fringe 

 
The countryside surrounding Leighton Buzzard is predominantly rural in character, the 
extensive mineral workings have altered the landscape but are also able to contribute to  
Recent growth has significantly enlarged the town and land to the east and west of the town 
has been identified as having potential for further growth. The landscape combines 
extensive pastoral landscapes often with a view to the strongly wooded backcloth of the 
Greensand Ridge. These woodlands and the Parkland of the Greensand Ridge are popular 
destinations, as is the canal  
Billington Hill and the rising wooded landscape of the Ascott Estate provide contrast to the 
south and west. 
 
i) Eaton Bray Clay Vale (5A) 
 
This is a large scale, low lying open landscape, the broad valley of the Ouzel Brook and its 
tributaries. The river flows through an open arable landscape, although in places willows and 
hedgerows mark its course, providing variation in the open landscape. The landscape is 
agricultural- the pattern of hedgerows to the east of the town creates a strong feature. Urban 
fringe influence is increasing and new development to the south of the town has been poorly 
integrated. Generally views of Leighton Buzzard are not intrusive, being largely screened by 
the A505 embankment or the natural landform to the north.  
 
The historic villages of Tilsworth, Stanbridge and Eggington have a strong visual connection 
to the countryside.  
  
GI can help renew the fabric of the agricultural landscape and needs to be in scale to assist 
in screening and mitigation of the proposed growth: 
 Restore hedges to strengthen the enclosure pattern, particularly if it can link woods 

and hedges or enhance rights of way. 
 Create new woodland, including biomass, to screen development and reduce intrusion 

of roads. 
 Manage orchards and recreate new on appropriate sites to maintain local 

distinctiveness. 
 Enhance the character of the Ouzel and Clipstone Brook. 

 
ii) Woburn Greensand Ridge (6A)  

 
The Greensand Ridge is a regionally important landform (Steven Warnock, 2008) notable for 
its Heathland, woodland and historic Parkland. The Woburn section of the Ridge extends as 
a broad well wooded landform at Heath and Reach. Away from the roads, this is a tranquil 
area but existing recreational sites are at risk of overuse. 

 
GI can assist in with; 
 Heathland recreation – to create contrast in recreational experience and to enhance 

biodiversity  
 Woodland management – reducing extent of conifer, although maintaining some pine 

as characteristic of the estate woodlands. 
 Enhancing tranquillity through mitigation of A5. 

 
iii) Ouzel Greensand Valley (7B) 
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A contrasting landscape to the north and south of Leighton Buzzard .The Ouzel has a more 
enclosed, natural course to the north; a distinctive, traditional landscape of pasture with 
pollard willows, the hamlet of Old Linslade is picturesque. The canal has its own unique 
character and is highly significant for recreation.   
 
To the south of the town the Valley landscape is more urbanised but pastureland provides 
connection and allows attractive views through to the church in the Market Square.  
 
GI can assist through: 
 Conservation of the pastoral landscape and management of waterside trees. 
 Improving access links from town to countryside. 
 Conservation of distinctive features e.g. canal artefacts. 

 
iv) Toddington- Hockcliffe Clay Hills (8A) 

 
In the south of Bedfordshire, the clay hills form a distinctive series of small, often wooded 
hills which rise out of the Clay Vale. West of the A5 elevated land has a ridged landform 
which provide extensive views over rural countryside e.g. the ridges at Hockcliffe and 
Eggington. 

 
v) Billington Clay Hills (8B) 

 
This lca has a more typical rounded hill characteristically topped with woodland and historic 
buildings – the Church and Manor. Long views are afforded to Leighton Buzzard – which has 
an increasing urban impact and to Totternhoe Knolls and the chalk escarpments.  
 
GI can assist through: 
 
 Creating greenways – access to Totternhoe and the disused railway line. 
 Enhancing the character of Billington through treeplanting. 
 Creating landscape links to the canal 

 
 

 
 
 

Leighton Buzzard Rural Urban Fringe Priority Landscape Projects  
 

 Clipstone Brook – conservation project to recreate pasture and riverside 
planting  

 Conservation study and action plan for Ouzel (to continue work by 
Greensand Trust) 

 Securing conservation enhancement of mineral sites. 
 Hedgerow reinstatement to strengthen landscape pattern 
 Conservation of historic parklands – e.g. at Hockcliffe and Billington 
 Creation of green corridors to enhance links to Woburn/ Greensand Ridge 

and to Ascott. 
 Spinney woodlands – new planting to help screen incongruous 

development, especially if they enhance right of way network, with more 
major planting to act as advance screening for proposed development.  
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6.4.2 Rural–Urban fringe to the north of Luton, Dunstable and Houghton Regis  

 
This opportunity area extends from the A5 through to the A6 and is likely to be the main 
focus for growth. It needs to be read in conjunction with Area 3 – the Chiltern landscape. The 
area contains farmland which has declined in quality, intrusive transport corridors but also 
part of the dipslope landscape of the AONB. 
 
i) Eaton Bray Clay Vale (5A)  

 
The valley of the Ouzel Brook defines the eastern extent of this lca, forming a vale between 
the chalk escarpment at Sewell and the clay ridge at Wingfield. The enclosed landscape of 
Thorn is particularly distinctive. Elsewhere agricultural change has opened up the landscape 
which will exacerbate the visual impact of the proposed road improvements and housing 
planned to the north of Houghton Regis. 
 
GI can help restore and strengthen landscape character and provide screening: 
 
 Conserve the historic landscape of the Thorn area 
 Create new broadleaved woodland, responding to variation in character  
 Restore hedges to reduce the scale of the landscape and create a stronger framework 

able to accommodate change.  
 Enhance the course of the Ouzel Brook  

 
ii) Toddington – Hockliffe Clay Hills (8A) 

 
This lca contains a sequence of clay hills, Toddington is characteristic in being a hilltop 
village with a prominent church and a wooded skyline, which provides a contrast with the 
more open landscape of the clay vale. There is a strong sense of elevation with far-reaching 
views to Houghton Regis. This is a landscape in transition – it is still rural and in parts 
remote and tranquil, but urban fringe impact is increasing. The transport routes are intrusive, 
the MI is a poorly integrated but the lack of hedgerows beside the busy A and B roads is also 
a factor. 

 
Small scale landscape features are important e.g. the Parkland at Toddington, the springs 
and marshes associated with the Ouzel Brook  

 
GI can assist through: 

 
 Ensuring conservation of varied biodiversity 
 Habitat creation - stream courses 
 Woodland creation e.g. to screen and integrate new development. 
 Landscape access corridors 

 
iii) Harlington Pulloxhill Clay Hills (8C) 
 
Minimal area in southern Bedfordshire – but GI has the potential to link with opportunities in 
Mid Bedfordshire 
 
 Strengthen character through restoration of hedgerows and establishment of spinney 

woodlands. 
 
iv) Houghton Regis- North Luton Rolling Chalk Farmland (10B ) 
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This is a varied landscape –ranging from undulating terrain to level ground, which provides a 
contrast to the chalk escarpments. This northern area is within the AONB, attractive arable 
farmland extends south to the urban area where impact of development becomes an 
intrusive factor. The MI passes through the LCA – future improvements and junction 
changes will increase its impact. However there is also the potential to recreate extensive 
chalk grasslands at the former Sundon Quarry and landfill site.  
Isolated but attractive features remain e.g. blocks of ancient woodland and the attractive 
Parkland and Church at Sundon  
The landscape strategy is for enhancement and renewal; northern part is within the AONB. 
 
Green infrastructure can assist in creating high quality robust features within what will 
become the new urban fringe, which will have a role in safeguarding the amenity of the 
AONB.  

 
 Creation of wooded corridor for the M1 – which may still be subject to widening, with 

aim of greatly improved screening and mitigation – and to link existing fragments of 
woodland. 

 Sundon Quarry – create accessible nature park  
 Sundon Park – conservation plan for Park and associated historic features. 
 Strengthen landscape character through hedgerow renewal and treeplanting to 

enhance roads and rights of way.  
 Enhance Theodway as a green corridor  
 Develop planting strategy to screen and buffer existing development whilst creating 

links to future development. 
 
 
v) Barton le Clay Clay Vale  
 
The western end of this lca is to an extent dominated by the MI corridor with the intrusive 
services at Toddington. There are also small features of high biodiversity value, such as 
Fancott Meadows. The land is mostly arable, with only limited areas of pasture remaining.  
Green Infrastructure could help enhance rights of way, especially if this aids mitigation of the 
transport corridors and intrusive views of utilities.  
 

 Screening and enhancement within the MI corridor. 
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6.4.3 North Luton Chiltern Landscape  

 
i) Barton – Le - Clay Clay Vale (5B) 
 
The flat open arable landscape of the eastern section of the lca creates a striking contrast to 
the Sundon / Sharpenhoe chalk escarpment. Hedgerows have been lost, reducing the 
landscape pattern, but this area is still attractive and has a remote and tranquil character. 
Trees and hedgerows tend to mark the course of streams and drainage ditches.  
It is particularly important to conserve the rural character of the area in view of the growth 
proposals north of Luton.  
 
Green Infrastructure can contribute by: 
 

 Enhancing the setting of Barton as a gateway to the Chilterns. 
 Restoring and reinstating hedgerows to enhance the view from the escarpments  
 Enhancing green corridors to Harlington and the Mid Bedfordshire Greensand 

landscape.  
 Strengthening character, including recreation of pasture, associated with the streams 

and ditches.  
 Mitigation of the A6 

 
ii) The Clappers Chalk Escarpment (9C)  
 
The prominent, sinuous escarpment with its wooded skyline at Barton Hill Cutting and the 
distinctive landmark of Sharpenhoe Clappers is strongly characteristic of the Bedfordshire 
Chilterns. It affords panoramic views over the vale to the clay hills and wooded horizons of 
the Greensand Ridge. The escarpment has benefitted from scrub clearance to restore chalk 
grassland. Sharpenhoe Clappers and the Sundon Hills Country Park are popular with 
walkers – this is a tranquil, rural area. Proposed growth, including the Luton northern bypass 
has the potential to detract from the quality of the escarpment, through visual intrusion, noise 
and the spread of light pollution and increased public pressure. 
 
Green Infrastructure can supplement landscaping associated with development to further 
protect this nationally important resource:  
 

 Conservation and recreation of chalk grassland habitats.  

North Luton/ Houghton Regis Urban Fringe Landscape Priority Projects 
 

 Create Theodway green corridor to enhance amenity of existing residential 
areas 

 Establish landscaped links between Bramingham Wood and Sundon 
Wood, also to connect urban edge to George Wood. 

 Enhance distinctive landscape of Thorn area  
 Develop corridor through area through to Woburn and Greensand Ridge 
 Develop landscape corridor to Wingfield  
 Mitigate intrusion of M1 and create landscape access across motorway 

(e.g. through the creation of a green bridge) to strengthen links to 
Toddington. 

 Mitigation of A5, also recreate boundaries in vicinity of Toddington Road to 
strengthen landscape character and assist in integration of A5 MI link  
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 Enhancement of the recreational facilities    
 Developing a planting strategy to enhance the skyline features. 
 Securing new, naturally landscaped recreational space. 

 
iii) Barton Hill Rolling Chalk Farmland (10C)  
 
The northern part of this lca falls within this opportunity area, extending from the eastern 
edge of Luton. The dipslope landscape has strong Chiltern character – a sweeping landform, 
narrow hedged lanes and views to beech trees on skyline, which is unusual in Bedfordshire 
It is part of the AONB. Fields are intensively farmed but away from the A6 there is a remote 
feel especially on the elevated land to the east which connects with the more wooded 
landscape in Hertfordshire.  
 
The landscape strategy is to enhance the area, and GI can assist with the aims of the AONB 
Management Plan:- 
 

 Enhancement of urban edge of Barton 
 Restore and manage hedgerows  
 Woodland conservation  
 Enhance green lanes and other rights of way 
 Enhance roadside quality – particularly A6 as gateway to both Luton and the Chiltern 

Hills. 
 
iv) Warden Hill- Stopsley Common Chalk Escarpment  

 
This lca provides the downland link from the countryside into the heart of Luton and provides 
a rich green corridor to Barton Hills as the rights of way are extensive and important 
landscape features in themselves .The landscape is under threat from road proposals and 
also the increasing pressure from further urbanisation and the recreational use of land e.g. 
for paddocks. 
The landscape strategy is to conserve and enhance.  
 
GI can assist through; 
  

 Supporting a strategy to soften the urban edge e.g. with appropriate tree planting and 
hedgerow planting and management.  

 Management of the green lanes  
 Securing land to buffer the SSSI  
 Management of the chalk downland habitat. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

6.4.4 South Luton and Dunstable Chiltern Valley Landscape  

 

North Luton Chiltern Priority Landscape Projects  
 

 Chalk grassland recreation initiatives to buffer escarpments  
 Barton le Clay urban fringe landscape integration  
 Hedgerow reinstatement and management  
 Development of greenway links to Barton, Streatley, and Sharpenhoe 
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The chalk dipslope is a vital rural gap between Luton and Harpenden. Stockwood Park and 
Luton Hoo provide an immediate contrast with the urban edge – the established trees and 
peaceful views are rich in feature.  
The elevated plateau is divided by a series of sweeping chalk valleys, which apart from the 
Lea have no obvious watercourse. Instead the valleys are characterised by trunk roads, the 
MI, and the London mainline railway.  
 
i) Luton Airport-Chiltern Green Chalk Dipslope  
 
This lca has the contrast of the Luton Airport site and a farmed landscape with a relic pattern 
of hedges and small woods. The area has a close connection to the Lea valley and Luton 
Hoo and contains the historic monument of Someries Castle.  

 
GI can help strengthen landscape character and the sense of place: 

 Securing tree planting at roadsides 
 Conserving grassland habitats e.g. at Chiltern Green 
 Management of woodland 
 Enhancing the setting of Someries Castle 

 
ii) Lea Chalk Valley  

 
The landscape quality of this area was recognised by it’s designation as an “Area of Great 
Landscape Value”. The River Lea has a winding course set within pasture, although utilities 
such as the sewage works detract from amenity. Woodland and hedges are important 
features. The strategy is to enhance the area. 

 
GI can strengthen character through  
 Enhanced management of valley features such as the pasture and watercourse. 
 Treeplanting to mitigate intrusive transport corridors. 
 Enhance the relic of the ENR railway line as of historic interest 

 
iii) Luton Hoo Chalk Dipslope (11C)  
 
Luton Hoo – now a hotel and golf course – maintains the distinctive parkland features of 
avenues and open vistas within a well wooded setting. The parkland is inaccessible.  
Farmland to the south is large scale arable, often with poor field boundaries. The strategy is 
for enhancement of the area. 

 
GI can contribute through; 

 
 Hedgerow replanting, particularly to achieve linkage to woodlands and to enhance 

roads and rights of way.  
 Establishing woodland buffers to aid screening of Harpenden, safeguarding rural 

character 
 Promoting access to parts of the Luton Hoo Estate. 

 
iv) Slip End Chalk Valley (12C)  

 
A largely unsettled dry valley which extends from Luton to Luton Hoo and the County 
boundary. The MI is the major feature. The strategy is for enhancement, renewal and 
recreation.  

 
GI can help through mitigation of highway intrusion and urban fringe influence: 
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 Management and planting initiatives on marginal land 
 Planting hedges and woodland belts to reduce impact of roads. 

 
 
v) Caddington- Slip End Chalk Dipslope (11B)  

 
A substantial block of rural land extends from Blows Down, and is within the AONB. 
Caddington is well wooded with strong hedgerows which give a strong sense of enclosure. 
Slip End is more urbanised, with the MI Junction10 and new, intrusive road links. Elsewhere 
the hamlets maintain a rural identity.  The landscape strategy is to renew. 
 
GI can assist through: 
 Creating connections between existing woodland and hedgerows.  
 Enhancing amenity of rights of way. 
 Establishing woodland belts and treeplanting to mitigate road intrusion.  
 Conserving historic features at Zouches Farm. 

 
vi) South Dunstable Chalk Escarpment (9E) 

 
The scarp slope is steep and pronounced and forms a dramatic semi-rural edge to 
Dunstable. Views back over the town are extensive but from the plateau there are also views 
over attractive wooded agricultural land. Modern development, particularly the large 
industrial units and the cutting for Chaul End road detract from the integrity of the scarp. 
Road cuttings do make the chalk visible .Adjacent land under pressure from development; 
the Translink scheme will also urbanise the scarp edge. The strategy is to enhance and 
renew. 
 
GI can contribute through: 
 Securing enhanced management of Blows Downs  
 Restoring land to pasture to buffer the grassland habitats. 
 Softening the urban edge through small scale woodland planting, with trees and 

hedges where appropriate.  
 
vii) Ver Chalk Valley (12B)  
 
The valley is defined by a strong wooded ridgelines, but is dominated by the busy A5. 
Hedgerows are often poor and urban fringe land uses are apparent. The strategy is for 
enhancement.  
GI can strengthen character: 
 
 Recreate the floodplain of the River Ver, which is seasonal 
 Enhance the A5 with tree and hedge planting and management  
 Enhance amenity of rights of way  
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6.4.5 West Dunstable Chilterns  

 
This opportunity area is almost entirely within the AONB and contains scenery and visitor 
attractions of national renown such as Dunstable Downs and Whipsnade Wild Animal Park. 
There is a strong inter-relationship between the chalk landscapes – the scarp, the dipslope 
and the rolling farmland.  Dunstable Downs extends down to the town itself, an open 
landscape which dominates views across the vale from the north. The Totternhoe / Sewell 
escarpment is more subtle and has qualities of a hidden, historic landscape. 
 The area is under less direct pressure for growth but it is anticipated that recreational 
demands will increase.  
 
i) Ver Chalk Valley (12B )  

     
The landscape is described above.  
 
GI can make a contribution to the west of the valley through 
 
 Restoration and management of hedges  
 Enhancement of access to Kensworth and Dunstable  
 River restoration  

 
The Environment Agency in partnership with the Hertfordshire County Council has drawn up 
a River Restoration Strategy, which is currently out for consultation and highlights a number 
of potential projects in this area.  
 
ii) Whipsnade Chalk Dipslope (11A) 

 
This is an elevated plateau with a distinctive pattern of settlements, including Whipsnade 
and Studham with their large commons. The narrow lanes and large woodlands provide a 
strong sense of enclosure; this is a peaceful, rural landscape. The strategy is to conserve 
and enhance. 
 
GI can strengthen character and local distinctiveness through: 
 Promotion of woodland management 
 Reinstatement of the hedgerow pattern 
 Conservation enhancement of the Commons  
 Enhancement of the narrow lanes – verges and hedges and through Quiet Lane 

initiatives. 
 

iii) Gade Valley (12A)  
 

South Luton, Dunstable Chiltern Valley Landscape Priority Landscape 
Projects  
 

 Secure land to buffer and enhance chalk escarpments  
 Recreate and manage hedgerows to enhance roads and rights of way 
 Enhance River Ver and establish appropriate planting.  
 Woodland management and enhanced access to wider Luton Hoo Estate 
 Enhance setting of Someries Castle  
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The valley links the Bedfordshire Chilterns to the landscape of the adjacent counties. The 
valley has lost character through the removal of hedges and the growth of commercial use in 
the road corridor. The Gade itself does not have a strong visual presence. The hedgerow 
pattern is still distinctive and accentuates the valley slopes up to often wooded skylines. The 
strategy is to enhance and renew the area. 
 
GI can enhance the Chiltern character through: 
 Recreation of pasture in the valley 
 Reinstatement and management of hedgerows  
 Landscape enhancement of marginal land to reduce the urban fringe impact. 
 River restoration (see Ver Chalk Valley 12B for information on the River Restoration 

Strategy)  
 

iv) Dunstable Downs Chalk Escarpment (9A) 
 

The landform is impressive and is an important site for recreation, including activities such 
as kite flying, gliding and paragliding which bring colourful activity to the view. The 
biodiversity and historic interest are nationally important. Management of grassland and 
scrub habitats have created an attractive mosaic across the scarp. The strategy is to 
conserve and enhance.  
 
GI can contribute through: 
 Conservation of downland resource  
 Enhancement of rights of way  
 Landscape links to town  

 
v) Totternhoe - Dunstable Downs Rolling Chalk Farmland (10A )  

 
A medium scale, gently rolling chalk landscape which links the two escarpments. Naturally 
restored quarries extend the chalk habitat. The farmland at the foothills to the Downs is large 
scale with denuded hedgerow boundaries but there is also an important network of hedged 
green lanes which provides links to Totternhoe. Historical sites are significant. In the past the 
area was important for orchards, particularly plums– the mosaic of small orchards creating a 
distinctive pattern within and at the edge of settlements such as at Totternhoe and Eaton 
Bray.  
 
The urban edges of Dunstable and Houghton Regis are intrusive. Houghton Regis Quarry 
offers a magnificent opportunity for creative landscaping in the urban context. The strategy is 
to enhance the area. 
 
GI can strengthen character and enhance visitor amenity through:- 
 Reinstating hedgerow boundaries  
 Management and enhancement of the Green Lanes 
 Enhancing the setting of Maiden Bower 
 Establishing a conservation park at Houghton Regis Chalk Quarry  

 
 

vi) Totternhoe Chalk Escarpment (9B) 
Low escarpment – but knolls a prominent feature – green lanes a feature – high recreational 
value. 
Chalk face on A5. Fragmented woodland 
History of quarrying and the cement works. 
Sewell –hidden history 
Views to Dunstable Downs and Ivinghoe 
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GI – Biodiversity 
Access – enhance + extend green lanes 
Landscape – intimate qualities of historic landscape. 
 
 
GI projects: 
 Enhanced management and connections to Totternhoe Knolls 
 Increasing woodland management and access to woodland 
 Managing and replanting hedgerows 
 Urban fringe access and amenity schemes 
 A5 landscape enhancement 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

6.5 Themed Enhancement Projects  

 
Enhancement of the wider agricultural landscape, the rural urban fringe and road and rail 
corridors were promoted in the Strategic GI Plan. National landscape strategy promotes 
quality within the urban fringe (Countryside Agency/Groundwork, 2005) and this landscape is 
critical in terms of the desired linkage between town and country.  

 

6.5.1 Enhancement of the Rural – Urban Fringe  

 
The quality of the urban fringe landscape is a major determinant of how well it is used for 
recreation. Landscaping to mitigate urban influence e.g. through appropriate screening 
intrusive features, planting up the urban edge and alleviating noise pollution would all benefit 
and encourage use of green infrastructure. High quality paths, signs, seating are all 
important. 
 
The urban fringes of Luton, Dunstable and Houghton Regis and Leighton Buzzard were 
identified as strategic priorities for enhancement at the County scale. At the Luton and 
southern Bedfordshire scale, the larger villages of Barton le Clay, Toddington, Hockcliffe 
Caddington and Slip End are also considered important. Other villages within the strategic 
corridors should also receive green infrastructure to aid improve amenity and enhance 
habitats and rights of way.  
 
 Barton le Clay – screening and links to countryside, especially to east, west and north. 
 Toddington - landscaping to create links to wider countryside and integration of new 

development. Enhancement of rights of way to aid screening of MI prior to widening. 
 Chalton – to increase screening of utilities and the MI, perhaps incorporating biomass 

planting. 
 Houghton Regis – major planting to reduce impact of urban extension into countryside. 
 Caddington hamlets and Slip End to safeguard local identity within the growth area. 
 Dunstable - to mitigate intrusion of local industry and soften edge. 

West Dunstable Chiltern Priority Landscape Projects 
 

 Conservation, management and expansion of chalk downland 
 Restoration of pasture and natural features in the chalk valleys 
 Management and enhancement of Green Lanes 
 Enhancement of setting of Maiden Bower 



Luton and South Bedfordshire Green Infrastructure plan 2009 62

 Hockcliffe - to aid integration into countryside and reduce dominance of A5 corridor.  
 

 
ii) Road corridor enhancement  

 
Landscape improvement to road corridors is a rapid means of upgrading the environment, 
which benefits the whole community. For many people the view from the car is the main 
contact with the countryside, providing them with seasonal views, broad panoramas or 
familiar landmarks. This experience is important. Landscaping to enhance the sense of place 
will enrich the journey; the higher the quality of the environment, the more likely that it will 
encourage more active visits. 

 
 The roadside landscape is crucial in terms of promoting local identity and 

distinctiveness.  
 Additional planting will enhance tranquillity: the CPRE tranquillity map of Bedfordshire 

highlights the intrusive nature of the road network within southern Bedfordshire. 
Landscape mitigation can reduce the noise, visual and light pollution caused by traffic. 
This would enhance the amenity of GI. 

 
Landscaping could be within the highway boundary or in partnership with the adjacent 
landowner. Planting would need to respect landscape character and reinforce local 
distinctiveness. 
 
Improvements could include  
 management of roadside hedgerows e.g. laying or coppicing 
 reinstatement of roadside hedges  
 planting to improving screening  
 framing views  
 enhancing verge habitats through management or reseeding  

 
 

The following sections of highways would benefit from enhancement measures:-  
A5      Enhancement to create Greensand character north of Heath and           Reach, tree 
and hedge planting to create gateway to Dunstable and aid integration of new proposals, 
reduce impact and aid integration of urban features south of Dunstable 
M1  Integration into the wider countryside, additional screening and mitigation for rights of 
way, reduce scale of junctions. 
A6    Barton Le Clay to north Luton, strengthening Chiltern character and reducing 
intrusion. Creating a green gateway for the growth area.   
 
iii) Rail corridors  
 
Enhancement entails a combination of strengthening landscape character and improving 
visual amenity- the rail corridor should be developed as a green corridor linking town and 
country. This will mainly entail landscaping on adjacent land as planting by the railway is 
limited for safety reasons.  Enhancement would be in partnership with Network Rail and 
would be based on a study of opportunities. A further aim is to encourage sustainable travel 
to sites of GI. 
 
Likely projects include  
 Wildlife habitat improvements e.g. in Lea Valley 
 Planting strategy to create linkage into the urban area. 
 Landscape planting – especially of native stock where acceptable, to reinforce local 

distinctiveness and reduce impact of utilities. 
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 Enhancement of views to wider countryside and of parks and open spaces within Luton 
 Signage of walks to encourage train linked recreation 
 Signage for River Lea , The Chilterns AONB 

 
iv) GI within the agricultural landscape  
 
The Strategic GI Plan noted that the agricultural landscape provides the context for sites of 
GI value. Many landscape enhancements which would benefit connectivity of features or the 
amenity of rights of way will take place on farmland. Such improvements strengthen 
character and lead to improvements in the view – panoramic views across farmland are a 
major feature from the chalk escarpments. It is important that GI supports farmers and 
landowners in conserving traditional features of the agricultural landscape, as this is 
fundamental to landscape quality. The agricultural landscape will change, e.g. with the 
introduction of new crops. It is extremely important that highly valued, traditional features 
such as hedgerows, spinneys and ponds and ditches are conserved or reinstated to 
maintain the characteristic pattern of fields and a sense of scale and enclosure.  
 
Concluding Comment  
 
Green Infrastructure planning brings additional resources which can help ensure that the 
landscape is in optimum condition and able to accommodate change. This will include the 
conservation of valued landscape features and the restoration or replanting of traditional 
features to strengthen character at the landscape scale. Without such investment the 
southern Bedfordshire landscape will not be robust enough to absorb the increased 
recreational pressures expected. Planned development will bring associated mitigation, 
preferably through advanced planting but additional landscaping will be required to integrate 
these features into the wider landscape, in accordance with landscape character.  
 
 

7. Historic Environment 

 
Introduction 
 
People have been living in the Luton and southern Bedfordshire area for 125,000 years or 
more, and have left behind a physical record of their lives and stories.  The historic 
environment that covers much of the area comprises landscapes, towns, villages and 
buildings, and archaeological sites and features.  Luton and southern Bedfordshire’s historic 
environment is distinctive, diverse and fascinating.  The area is noted for the richness and 
variety of its heritage such as buildings constructed from different types and colour of local 
bricks, clunch and flint, and timber-framing.  Other important features include: remains of 
Prehistoric and Roman settlement in the river valleys; mediaeval earthworks; large country 
houses and historic parks and gardens; ancient and planted woodlands on the Greensand 
Ridge; estate villages; and brick and small-scale engineering works hat factories and home 
workers housing in Luton and Dunstable. There are a wide range of opportunities for 
enhancing the management, presentation, accessibility and interpretation of the historic 
environment in Luton and southern Bedfordshire as part of green infrastructure, which can 
have major quality of life benefits.  
 
7.1 Existing Historic Environment resource 

 
The existing historic environment of Luton and southern Bedfordshire historic buildings and 
structures, archaeological sites and historic landscape features and more are regularly being 
discovered.  
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Figure 7.1 shows designated historic environment assets: scheduled ancient monuments, 
listed buildings, conservation areas and registered parks and gardens. Archaeology (i.e. 
buried remains and earthworks) in underrepresented in terms of designation as there is a 
relatively small number of scheduled ancient monuments. 
 
Many other historic assets – which are not designated – also have archaeological, 
architectural or historic interest and are of value.  
 
Historic Environment Characterisation 
 
The importance of the historic environment extends beyond individual assets to their context 
and relationship. A more comprehensive approach than designation is given by 
characterization, which identifies areas of distinct historic environment character. 
 
Forty eight Historic Environment Character Areas, covering the whole County, were 
identified and included in the Bedfordshire and Luton Strategic Green Infrastructure Plan. 15 
of these Character Areas are wholly or partly within Luton and southern Bedfordshire and 
these are shown in Figure 7.2 (The reference numbers used for the Strategic Green 
Infrastructure Plan are kept for the sake of consistency.)  The Character Areas provide an 
integrated spatial framework for understanding and managing Luton and southern 
Bedfordshire historic environment assets – including the built heritage, archaeology and 
historic landscape.   

 
The characterisation process was based on the principles of historic environment 
characterisation developed in the Thames Gateway and elsewhere1.  The tight timescales 
involved in the project meant that it was not possible to undertake the detailed analysis of 
the historic environment that formed part of the Thames Gateway Historic Environment 
Characterisation Project; inevitably professional judgment played a significant part in 
defining character areas and describing the historic environment character of those areas.  
The former Bedfordshire County Council Heritage and Environment Service and Albion 
Archaeology worked together to develop the characterisation.  Initially character areas were 
defined on the basis of distinctive geology and topography.  This was based on the 
assumption that the environment, expressed through geology and topography, is a major 
determinant of past human use of the landscape and thus the identifiable surviving historic 
environment and historic environment potential.  The County’s Historic Environment Record 
and the draft Historic Landscape Characterisation was then used to describe the Historic 
Environment Character of each of the preliminary areas.  Where necessary, the Character 
Areas were modified to take account of the historic environment information more 
accurately.  The Character Area boundaries should be seen as soft zones of transition 
between one character and another, rather than hard delineations.  The character 
descriptions are broad and only describe the most prominent elements of the historic 
environment.  The Bedfordshire Historic Environment Characterisation Project, currently in 
development, will refine the characterisation, providing more accurate definition of the 
character areas and more comprehensive description of the historic environment character 
of those areas.  
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
1 For further information on Historic Environment Characterisation see www.english-heritage.org.uk where reports on the Thames 
Gateway Historic Environment Characterisation Project (prepared by CBA for English Heritage) and other characterisation projects are 
available. 
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The roads and railway are shown for context; they are not historic environment designations. 
Figure 13 Historic Environment Designations 
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7.2 Historic Environment Opportunities 
 

Forty five Historic Environment Opportunity Areas, covering the whole county, were defined by the 
former Bedfordshire County Council Heritage and Environment Service and included in the 
Bedfordshire and Luton Strategic Green Infrastructure Plan. The analysis of Opportunity Areas for 
the same plan was part of the same process and was informed by the analysis which produced 
the Historic Environment Character Areas. The Opportunity Areas were selected on the basis of a 
number of criteria including historic environment significance, variety or homogeneity of character 
and assets, visibility, and potential for enhancing management, presentation, accessibility or 
interpretation. 
 
The Strategic Level Opportunity Areas were used as a starting point for this plan, which needed to 
consider the increased detail and finer grain of the Luton and southern Bedfordshire level. As a 
result, Opportunity Areas have been identified for Luton and southern Bedfordshire. These are 
shown in Figure 7.3. 
 
As with the characterisation, tight timescales meant that it was not possible to undertake a 
detailed analysis and professional judgement was important. The Bedfordshire Historic 
Environment Character Assessment currently in development will provide detailed analysis and 
refine the identification and description of Opportunity Areas. 
 
The specific opportunities within each of the Historic Environment Opportunity Areas are 
described in Appendix 8. These are complemented by key strategic themes and opportunities for 
enhancing the management, presentation, accessibility and interpretation of the historic 
environment in Luton and southern Bedfordshire - which can be summarised as: 
 
 Historic routeways 
Icknield Way ,Theedway and Watling Street. The Grand Union Canal. Railways (West Coast and 
Midlands) and their influence on Leighton Buzzard and Luton. M1 – first major motorway in the 
UK.  
 
Extractive industries 
Brick pits, sand, ironstone and chalk. The latter used for building stone (clunch), lime and cement. 
 
Brick making 
Caddington and Luton. Gault bricks as in Leighton Buzzard. Nationally important Palaeolithic 
remains discovered in brick pits in Caddington and Luton. 
 
Great variety of building materials 
Brick (large variety and distinctive examples such as Luton greys), ironstone, clunch, flint, timber-
framing and render. 
 
Industrial production 
Luton and Dunstable – Vauxhall, Hoover and Hat Factories and home-workers’ houses. Light 
industry including electrical. 
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Figure 14 Historic Environment Character Areas 



 68

 
 
Urban development  
Urban expansion in Leighton Buzzard, Dunstable, Houghton Regis and Luton. Planned estate at 
Marsh Farm. Sharp differentiation between towns from countryside. 
 
Varied pattern of rural settlement 
Very varied pattern of prehistoric, historic and present-day rural settlement. 
  
Common land  
Examples at Studham, Whipsnade, Kensworth and elsewhere. 
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Figure 15 Historic Environment Opportunity Areas
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8. Rebuilding Biodiversity  

 
Introduction 
 
Southern Bedfordshire’s topography and geology have heavily influenced the area’s habitat 
distribution. Much of the best remaining habitat is found on steep slopes, thin soils or within 
floodplains. Ecologically Luton and southern Bedfordshire comprises two sections. The 
countryside around Luton, Dunstable and Houghton Regis is dominated by the Chiltern Hills. The 
landform reflects the underlying chalk geology and much of it is designated as an Area of 
Outstanding Natural Beauty. A complex series of chalk slopes runs from Whipsnade northwards 
and eastwards through Totternhoe to Sharpenhoe and Barton-le-Clay, and eastwards through 
Kensworth and Blows Down to Dallow Downs near the heart of the urban area. The chalk has 
been quarried for centuries and, since abandoned, the quarries have developed a rich variety of 
calcareous habitat. The slopes support large and extremely important areas of lowland calcareous 
grassland. Between them the quarries and the chalk downs contain a quarter of all Bedfordshire’s 
Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI). Barton Hills is of such high quality that the site is 
managed as a National Nature Reserve. South of the urban areas a rolling landscape is 
intersected by a series of shallow valleys running approximately northwest-southeast. Soils here 
are predominantly derived from clay with flints geology. Key habitats include an important series 
of ancient woods, large commons at Whipsnade and Studham and a series of substantial and 
ecologically rich hedgerows. The ancient woods and veteran trees of Luton Hoo park are of 
particular importance. 
 
The landscape in the Leighton Buzzard and Linslade area is dominated by the southwestern 
extension of the Greensand Ridge. Here also quarrying has had, and continues to have, an 
important impact on the biodiversity resource. The sand quarries, along with acid grasslands, 
heaths, marshy grasslands, springs and meadows, form perhaps the richest and most varied 
complex of wildlife habitat in the whole county. The administrative boundary between 
Bedfordshire and Buckinghamshire is an ecologically artificial divide:  the habitat complex extends 
well into Buckinghamshire towards Soulbury, Stoke Hammond and the Brickhills. Kings and 
Bakers Woods and Heaths is located in this area. It is the largest SSSI in the county, and part of it 
is managed as a National Nature Reserve. 
 
The chalk hills of Dunstable, Sharpenhoe and Barton are striking landforms which have been 
recognised as Regionally Important Geodiversity Sites (RIGS); quarries in the chalk at Totternhoe 
and Kensworth are deemed to be of national geological importance. Around Leighton Linslade the 
sand quarries reveal complicated and very significant geology with a further two geological SSSI 
and five RIGS. The present course of the River Ouzel follows that of a large glacial stream flowing 
beneath ice some 400,000 years ago. Sections of the river today downstream of Leighton 
Buzzard exhibit characteristics that have led to its designation as a RIGS. 
 
In 2006 the Bedfordshire and Luton Biodiversity Forum produced “Rebuilding Biodiversity”, a 
characterisation of the county’s biodiversity resource. Biodiversity opportunity mapping in this 
report describes in some detail the different biodiversity characteristics of the southern 
Bedfordshire landscape, and relates this where possible to the landscape character assessment 
for the area. “Rebuilding Biodiversity” is available at www.bedslife.org.uk . 
 

8.1 Policy Context 
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Habitats and species of principal importance for biodiversity (Priority Habitats and 
Species) 
 
Section 41 of the Natural Environment and Rural Communities Act 2006 empowers Government 
to issue a list of species and habitats of principal importance for biodiversity.  The Act also places 
a duty on all public bodies to have regard to biodiversity conservation. The recent review of the 
UK Biodiversity Action Plan has confirmed and expanded the national list of habitats of principal 
importance. Those that are found in southern Bedfordshire are included in Table 1. 
 
Species protected by law 
 
Two key pieces of legislation afford legal protection to a wide range of wildlife. The Wildlife and 
Countryside Act (1981) as amended, affords protection to many species and special protection to 
a more limited range of rare, endangered or easily persecuted species. A range of breeding birds 
such as kingfisher and barn owl, bats, some rarer butterflies, amphibians and reptiles all enjoy 
some degree of legal protection. 
 
The Conservation (Natural Habitats & etc.) Regulations 1994 (as amended) are derived from the 
European Habitats Directive. These regulations afford special protection to a short list of species 
generally now known as European Protected Species. 
 

8.2 Existing resource 

 
Whilst some habitats such as hedgerows and mixed deciduous woodland are widespread, other 
habitats such as fen are locally very rare, occurring at just one or two sites. Distribution maps are 
reasonably comprehensive for some habitats like woodland. However mapped data are scarce for 
hedgerows, arable field margins and other habitats. Mapping has to date focussed on designated 
sites and is only slowly expanding to include priority habit in the wider countryside. 
 
Lowland calcareous grassland is one habitat that has been extensively investigated and mapped. 
Luton and southern Bedfordshire have a collection of large and very important lowland calcareous 
grassland sites. Because of their importance and the specific requirements of the habitat, 
opportunities to create new calcareous grassland have been explored in detail. The county 
biodiversity partnership integrated information from the National Soil Resources Institute with 
detailed knowledge of topography and agricultural practice to identify appropriate areas of search 
for creating new calcareous grassland. A similar study of acidic soils has revealed similar 
opportunities for heathland and acid grassland habitat in the Heath and Reach area. Existing 
habitat - as far as it is mapped to date – and calcareous grassland, acid grassland and heathland 
opportunity areas are presented in Figure 16.  
 
Mapping at the Luton and southern Bedfordshire scale fails to do justice to the urban areas. 
Urban areas often have fragments of many of the habitats listed above, as well as some very rich 
mosaics of habitat on previously developed land. Within Luton steep chalk slopes, important 
parkland at Stockwood and habitats along the River Lea add to the variety of habitat present. 
These urban habitat fragments, along with networks of mature private gardens, are important 
reservoirs of biodiversity. They are also places where people come into contact with wildlife on a 
day to day basis. 
 
 
 



 72

 
There are now more than 900 species listed nationally as of principal importance for biodiversity 
in England. Of these over 140 are known to occur in Bedfordshire. Whilst some may be confined 
to small isolated populations others may be widespread though their populations are threatened in 
some way or show worrying declines. Many species likely depend on the survival of the priority 
habitats listed above. Current data are not sufficiently comprehensive to map the detailed 
distribution of all these priority species but the recently established Biodiversity Recording and 
Monitoring Centre has now collated well over 600,000 individual records. The Centre is an 
essential mechanism for managing the evidence base necessary for biodiversity conservation. 
 
Arable priority habitats – field margins, hedgerows and the like – are not well served by mapped 
data. A variety of the species of principal importance are found in these farmland habitats. A 
scoring system developed by the national plant conservation charity Plantlife has been applied to 
plant data for the county. Results show that a number of locations in Luton and southern 
Bedfordshire have arable plant assemblages of both county and national importance Figure 16. 
One site – Warden and Galley Hills – scores high enough to be of European importance. These 
Important Arable Plant Areas are on thin chalky arable soils, often near key calcareous grassland 
sites. Their presence poses a dilemma for biodiversity conservation as expansion of either 
nationally important habitat could be at the expense of the other. 
 
Brown hare is another national priority species characteristic of open farmland. Interestingly the 
records for this species plotted on the southern Bedfordshire Arable Diversity map show some 
concentration in areas which do not come through strongly on other maps as of biodiversity 
significance. A plot of recent records of a suite of farmland birds shows little discernable pattern. 
When further data become available this topic may deserve revisiting. Recently published national 
maps of high priority areas for arable birds, however, do highlight parts of north and east 
Bedfordshire but do not include any areas of southern Bedfordshire or its immediate environs. 
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Figure 16 Biodiversity Habitats Map 
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Figure 17 Arable Diversity 
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Sites designated for their biodiversity value 
 
In southern Bedfordshire and Luton, 18 Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) cover 751 
hectares, just 3.5% of the land area. By comparison in England there are over 4000 SSSI 
covering roughly 7% of the land area. Of those 4000 sites around half are designated as of 
international importance. There are no internationally designated sites in southern Bedfordshire 
and Luton though two areas, King’s Wood Heath and Reach and Barton Hills, are of particular 
significance and are managed as National Nature Reserves. 
 
The best wildlife rich sites in the area are subject to a hierarchy of designations. These include a 
wide range of habitats: calcareous grasslands of the Chilterns, wet grasslands of the Ouzel valley, 
ancient woods, heaths and grasslands of the Greensand Ridge and woods, hedges and 
commons near the Hertfordshire border. In addition to SSSI southern Bedfordshire contains 102 
County Wildlife Sites (CWS). Luton Borough has another 25 CWS. Together these sites occupy 
8% of the area of southern Bedfordshire. 
 
Geological sites of national significance are included in the suite of SSSI. Sites of more local 
importance are identified as Regionally Important Geological Sites (RIGS) and are broadly 
analogous to County Wildlife Sites. 
 
Many sites of biodiversity importance are managed to conserve and enhance their wildlife 
interest. There is a hierarchy of management designations which to some extent mirrors the 
system for identifying biodiversity value. All of these nature reserves are open to the public but 
some are particularly sensitive to human pressures:  conserving their special features presents a 
major challenge. Figure 18 illustrates the range of designated sites in southern Bedfordshire and 
Luton. 
 
Protected species 
 
European Protected Species found in southern Bedfordshire include the hazel dormouse, great 
crested newt and a number of bat species. Other local species of special interest to the European 
Union are the bullhead and spined loach fishes. Southern Bedfordshire contains the headwaters 
of the rivers Flit, Ouzel and Lea. All contain in their lower reaches populations of otter, another 
European Protected Species, which is showing signs of venturing into these headwater streams. 
 
Any assessment of the biodiversity of southern Bedfordshire must take account of the presence of 
these legally protected species. Whilst some are relatively sedentary, others like otter and the 
various bat species range widely across the landscape. The distribution of species records for 
European Protected Species and species of European concern appears to show the particular 
importance of the Heath and Reach area at the western end of the Greensand Ridge and the 
hedgerow, woodland and parkland environments in the far south of Luton and southern 
Bedfordshire (Figure 4). It is acknowledged however that recording effort for European Protected 
Species may have been relatively restricted in recent years and this deficit needs to be 
addressed. 
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Figure 18 Biodiversity Designated Sites 
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8.3 Characterisation and opportunity mapping 

 
The Biodiversity Action Plan for Bedfordshire and Luton 
 
The county Biodiversity Action Plan (BAP) merges national and local priorities and sets shared 
objectives and targets for habitat and species conservation and enhancement. The Bedfordshire 
and Luton Biodiversity Action Plan was published in 2001. The plan is currently under review, 
following completion of a national review of targets and priorities published in 2006 and 2007. 
Current county action plans can be found at www.bedslife.org.uk. The national review has used a 
set format for targets and, as the Bedfordshire and Luton plan is being updated this new format is 
being applied. Targets will gradually be revised to be expressed as follows: 
 

 Conserve what remains of the existing resource in good condition 
 Restore degraded examples of the existing resource 
 Create new habitat (to expand, buffer, link or provide stepping stones in the landscape) 
 

For each habitat the existing resource should be conserved but it is widely accepted both 
nationally and locally that conserving existing fragments is not adequate to stop the long 
term decline in biodiversity.  
 
Within both the original and emerging revised plans, habitat targets relate to habitat across the 
whole of the historic county area. Some habitats are better represented in some areas than others 
and where possible the targets have been broken up to reflect the different contributions that each 
district or borough may make. Current targets2 for habitat creation and restoration in southern 
Bedfordshire and Luton for the period to 2030 are presented in Table 1. 
 
Table 1 Habitat restoration and creation targets for Luton and southern Bedfordshire  
 

Priority Habitats in  southern 
Bedfordshire and Luton 

Creation (ha) Restoration (ha) 

Lowland calcareous grassland 444.3 605.7 
Lowland dry acid grassland 0 0 
Lowland heathland 5 14 
Lowland meadow Countywide Countywide 
Wet woodland 0 0.6 
Lowland mixed deciduous woodland Countywide Countywide 
Traditional orchards Countywide Countywide 
Wood pasture and parkland Countywide Countywide 
Floodplain grazing marsh 0 2.6 
Hedgerows 4 km Countywide 
Ponds 30 new ponds 

(approx.) 
30 ponds (approx) 

Arable field margins Countywide Countywide 

                                                 
2 Targets shown are from November 2008. Targets are kept under review by the county biodiversity 
partnership and will be periodically updated. 
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Open mosaic habitats on previously 
developed land 

None set None set 

 
 
 
Strategic Biodiversity Opportunity Map for Bedfordshire and Luton 
 
The Regional Spatial Strategy for the East of England includes a biodiversity opportunity map for 
the region which identifies biodiversity conservation areas, corridors and enhancement areas. In 
2005/06 the Bedfordshire and Luton Biodiversity Forum produced “Rebuilding Biodiversity”, an 
opportunity map3 which translated the regional map to a more local, but still relatively strategic, 
scale (Figure 19). Analysis of the biodiversity characterisation and mapping work identified areas 
with significant priority habitats, species and designated sites. These areas, if restored, 
conserved, expanded, linked and buffered against adverse influences could form important 
ecological networks. The opportunity map gives strategic importance to the areas with the 
greatest potential to achieve a coherent network of wildlife rich habitat which could form a more 
robust and resilient ecologically functional landscape. The map formed the biodiversity layer of the 
countywide strategic green infrastructure plan. 
 
Developing a habitat network 
 
Predictions of future climatic conditions always contain uncertainty. Yet the consistent message 
from many sources is that over the next century winters will be warmer and may get wetter, 
summers will be warmer and drier and extreme weather events will be more frequent. Two types 
of action are needed to address the challenge to biodiversity posed by predicted changes in 
climate. Mitigation is needed to control or reduce greenhouse gas emissions and slow the rate of 
change. Natural systems must also be made as robust as possible to adapt to changing 
circumstances. Exactly how individual species and habitats will respond to this change in climate 
is uncertain. Species with a more northerly or westerly distribution may be unable to cope with the 
predicted hot dry summers. Other species at present limited by low temperature may increase in 
number or spread to new habitat. Perhaps the greatest impediment to adaptation in this way is the 
extremely fragmented nature of habitat in southern Bedfordshire and the heavily built-up nature of 
Luton and Dunstable. 
 
To achieve the best possible outcome for biodiversity, six guiding principles need to be 
implemented as a complete package4. 
 
Guiding principles for conserving biodiversity in a changing climate 
 
1. Conserve existing biodiversity 
1a Conserve protected areas and other high quality habitats 
1b Conserve the range and ecological variability of habitats and species 
 
2. Reduce sources of harm not linked to climate (disturbance, pollution etc.) 
 
3. Develop ecologically resilient and varied landscapes 
3a Conserve and enhance local variation within sites and habitats 

                                                 
3, Bedfordshire & Luton Biodiversity Forum (2006) Rebuilding Biodiversity in Bedfordshire & Luton,  
www.bedslife.org.uk 
4 Defra, 2007, Conserving biodiversity in a changing climate: guidance on building capacity to adapt 
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3b Make space for natural development of rivers and coasts 
 
4. Establish ecological networks through habitat protection, restoration and creation 
 
5. Make sound decisions based on analysis 
5a Thoroughly analyse causes of change in biodiversity 
5b Respond to changing conservation priorities with regular review of conservation priorities 

and targets 
 
6 Integrate adaptation and mitigation measures into conservation management, planning 

and practice 
 
These principles underpin a great deal of existing conservation action though it has been argued 
that emphasis has often been on conserving protected areas and sites and only in recent years 
has biodiversity conservation at the landscape scale moved more into focus. 
 
Individual sites may be physically rich and varied and have characteristics which make them 
inherently rich in biodiversity. However they are often small, surrounded by hostile environments 
and far from other areas of semi-natural habitat. In such circumstances habitats or species 
populations may find it very difficult to recover or recolonise in the event of damage from fire, 
flood, drought or build-up of predators or parasites. For species populations and habitats to be 
more resilient to these pressures, a diversity of semi-natural habitats, individual sites must be 
maintained, expanded and where possible connected together. Reducing the intensity of land use 
adjacent to important sites and between key habitats would further increase resilience. With a 
wide variety of habitat separated by minimal gaps and buffered by less intensive land use, 
habitats will be more likely to survive and the ebb and flow of species populations will more easily 
occur. Such a landscape would also provide food, shelter and breeding options for some of the 
more mobile species which do not depend on small sites but need a rich and varied landscape 
within which to live. 
 
At present southern Bedfordshire contains some areas like the western Greensand Ridge and the 
Chiltern Hills where habitat patches are relatively close together. In these areas there are already 
initiatives to create or restore heathlands, grasslands and woodlands and to buffer and link sites 
through agri-environment scheme initiatives, quarry restoration schemes and land purchase for 
creating habitat and expanding nature reserves. This is very much in line with the principles being 
elucidated in recent research into functionally connected ecological networks5 and should build a 
more resilient landscape. In Luton some important blocks of habitat are isolated by dense built 
development but there remain precious threads of interconnected habitats along the river Lea, 
along chalky slopes at Dallow Downs and Bradgers Hill and along some of the major 
transportation corridors. 
 
 

                                                 
5 For example  Evaluating Biodiversity in fragmented Landscapes: Principles.  Forestry Commission Information Note 
73 
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Figure 19 Species of European Importance 
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In the rural parts of southern Bedfordshire river and stream systems are unique in that the 
continuous flow of water can allow species dependant on water habitats to move through the 
landscape. Areas adjacent to the rivers and streams also often contain waterlogged meadows, 
hedges, wet woodland and large populations of massive ancient, often pollarded, willow trees.  
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Figure 20 Rebuilding Biodiversity 
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These habitat complexes along the river valleys form habitat networks that are largely absent from 
the remainder of the area. 
 
Data on topography, soils, and floodplain have been added to those on protected sites, protected 
species and species and habitats of principal importance. The results were fed into the 
countywide strategic biodiversity opportunities map to highlight key areas for biodiversity where 
habitat enhancement, linkage and creation would be most beneficial. This information has been 
reworked in more detail with the inclusion of species information and studies completed since the 
strategic “Rebuilding Biodiversity” project was completed in early 2006. New habitat is also being 
created on the ground. Where it is known this new habitat is being incorporated into the habitat 
maps. A typical example is the planting of new woodland. Habitat mapping includes not just 
mature mixed broadleaved woodland but also new plantations which contribute to Biodiversity 
Action Plan habitat creation targets. 
 
The Wildlife Working Group of the Bedfordshire and Luton Biodiversity Forum has looked closely 
at the evidence outlined above and has identified two key components of a potential biodiversity 
network. Biodiversity “hotspots” are those areas which already support a rich variety of habitats 
and priority species whilst biodiversity “opportunity” or network areas are those parts of the 
landscape where landform, soils and habitat distribution suggest there is the greatest opportunity 
to rebuild a landscape rich in biodiversity. 
 
Biodiversity “hotspots” 
 
In addition to designated sites there are important areas where the landscape, including 
designated sites, supports a rich and varied biodiversity. In these hotspots are woodlands, ancient 
trees, downland, meadows, hedgerows, parklands, arable farmland and ancient villages with 
mature gardens, paddocks and streams. These areas have populations of birds and mammals 
which depend on the feeding and breeding opportunities presented by the whole landscape rather 
than discreet individual sites. These sensitive areas, analogous to biodiversity conservation areas 
of the regional biodiversity map, are the focus for achieving biodiversity action plan targets for 
habitat maintenance and restoration. The two major biodiversity hotspots are the Ouzel valley to 
Kings and Bakers Woods and Heaths and Heath and Reach sand pits, and the area of Dunstable 
Downs to Whipsnade and Studham (plus the relatively narrow band of chalk hills from Sundon in 
the west to Barton-le-Clay in the east and connecting through Hertfordshire to Pegsdon in Mid 
Bedfordshire).  
 
Opportunity or ecological network areas 
 
Away from the hotspots are areas where the biodiversity resource is more fragmented. Sites may 
however be surrounded by land on which it may be possible to create new habitat or to establish 
less intensive management regimes to buffer adverse impacts on the key sites. It is in these 
locations that it would be sensible to seek opportunities to link habitats or to create new habitat 
blocks to form stepping stones that would allow species to move more easily between habitat 
patches. 
 
The Bedfordshire and Luton Biodiversity Forum has sponsored some projects which have 
attempted to closely define the opportunity areas for priority habitats with special ecological 
requirements. Work to date has covered wet woodland (and to a limited extent other woodland), 
heathland, acid grassland and calcareous grassland. These habitats require particular conditions 
of geology, soil chemistry and wetness and can only realistically be created in specific parts of the 
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area. The network map separates opportunity areas for these habitats from areas where a 
broader range of initiatives could help to build a strong biodiversity network. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Biodiversity Opportunity Areas 
The Biodiversity network map, key to specific areas (Figure 20).  
 
1.  Luton Hoo and the River Lea Valley 
One of the largest areas of parkland in Bedfordshire with extensive ancient woods as well as 
mature veteran trees with a rich and varied ecology. The river Lea flows through a designed lake 
complex in the park before flowing south through small meadows to the Hertfordshire border. The 
ecologically rich landscape is also linked to some of the remaining green spaces along the River 
Lea in Luton and is contiguous with Stockwood Park within the borough boundary. The whole 
complex has great potential to buffer and link wetland and woodland habitat and provide long term 
continuity of veteran trees. 
 
2.  Blows Downs 
A complex of calcareous grassland, scrub and woodland habitats stretches from Dallow Downs 
close to the centre of Luton westwards to Dunstable and the A5. The grassland areas support 
important populations of characteristic Chilterns species like great pignut and small blue butterfly. 
 
3.  Dunstable to Whipsnade Downs 
This area contains some of the most extensive areas of lowland calcareous grassland and 
calcareous scrubland in the county with populations of a wide range of scarce and important 
species. Above and below the precipitous slopes of the downs, soils vary in depth and degree of 
calcareous influence but they none the less form an important opportunity to create habitat which 
complements and buffers that of the steep hills. To an extent this has already happened in the 
grounds of Whipsnade Zoo where grazed grasslands stretch up and over the hill into a complex of 
woodland, grassland and other habitat which in turn is linked to the woods, hedgerows and 
commons of Whipsnade and Studham. This habitat block is also only separated by a relatively 
narrow valley from the nationally important woods and grasslands of the Ashridge Estate. 
 
4.  Whipsnade, Studham and Kensworth woods and hedgerows 
The narrow ridges and valleys and very mixed soils of this southernmost section of Luton and 
southern Bedfordshire contains a rich variety of ancient woods and ancient woodland sites, many 
of which are linked together by large ancient hedgerows. The hedgerows and woods of the area 
still support a population of hazel dormouse. The two large commons at Whipsnade and Studham 
are managed as grassland but otherwise ecologically rich grassland in the area has been reduced 
to fragments. There are however important opportunities such as the eventual restoration of 
Kensworth Quarry, which could both produce large areas of species rich grassland and link 
together the Blows Downs, Dunstable Downs and Kensworth habitat networks. 
 
5.  Totternhoe 
More than a thousand years of chalk quarrying has produced calcareous grasslands which are 
subtly different from those at Dunstable and Barton and the chalk topography offers considerable 
opportunity for development of a large complex of calcareous habitat. The village of Totternhoe 
looks out across the Aylesbury Vale and in close proximity are remnants of species rich wet 
grasslands and old prune orchards. 
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6.  Chalton area 
Houghton Regis chalk quarry represents the northern limit of the complex of important chalk 
habitats surrounding Dunstable. The rolling farmlands between this site and Sundon Chalk Quarry 
east of the M1 motorway contain some particularly important arable plant areas. However they do 
form a substantial barrier between the northern and southern calcareous habitat blocks. An area of 
habitat network is shown here, not so much to conserve and enhance existing habitat but to 
indicate the need to build into plans for the area habitat linkages to allow the possibility of wildlife 
movement and to prevent permanent separation of the northern and southern habitat areas. 
 
7.  Sundon/Barton/Galley and Warden Hills chalk zone 
The large abandoned chalk quarry at Sundon connects to a lengthy and significant complex of 
grasslands, scrub and woodland stretching eastwards to Barton Hills National Nature Reserve and 
on through Hertfordshire to Pegsdon Hills and Knocking Hoe NNR in mid Bedfordshire. Past 
agriculture has squeezed both the top and bottom of these sites and has isolated Galley and 
Warden Hills and Bradgers Hill in Luton. Reconnecting isolated sites and developing buffer zones 
or creating habitat over calcareous soils is the long term objective of the calcareous grassland 
Biodiversity Action Plan. 
 
8.  Ouzel Valley 
Whilst in its upper reaches the Ouzel flows through heavily modified channels there remain 
fragments of wet grassland habitat on its banks. Either side of Leighton Linslade these grassland 
areas become larger and are complemented by numbers of ancient pollard willow, native black 
poplars and a network of ditches. 
 
9.  Kings and Bakers Woods and Heaths and the sand quarry complexes of Heath and Reach 
A very large and richly varied network of habitat extends either side of the Luton and southern 
Bedfordshire boundary northwards from the Ouzel Valley to the A5 and on into Mid Bedfordshire. 
The core habitats of ancient woodland, heathland, acid grassland and marshes are complemented 
by wetlands and acidic habitats developing in the large complex of sand quarries adjacent to Heath 
and Reach. Areas of rich biodiversity such as this are vital to the wider aspirations for a less 
fragmented network of habitat. 
 
10.  Toddington 
Surrounding the small town of Toddington are a whole series of important springs and other 
wetland habitats including a number of the best examples of their type in the county. These 
wetlands are small and have over time become isolated and are under threat from pollution and 
disruption of groundwater movements. Grasslands do still exist in the area. Buffering the wetlands 
through creating complimentary habitat and protecting their water supply through sensitive 
agricultural regimes is needed to help produce a secure future for the sites. 
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Figure 21 Biodiversity Opportunity Map 
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9.0 Accessible Green space  

 
 

9.1 Introduction 

The attractive landscape and well drained soils of the Greensand Ridge and the chalk soils of the 
North Chilterns has long been a recreation venue both for the residents from Luton, southern 
Bedfordshire, Bedford and Milton Keynes. There are major visitor attractions/facilities across the 
geographical area of this report at Luton Hoo, Stockwood Park Discovery Centre, Whipsnade 
Zoo, Dunstable Downs and Stockgrove Country Park. 
 
This GI Plan only deals with sites that are used for informal recreation and are publicly accessible 
with no charge for entry to the site. This does not preclude multifunctional sites in urban areas 
which are utilised for both formal and informal recreation e.g. Leagrave Park in Luton or sites 
which charge for car parking. Some of these sites cater for significant visitor numbers, such as the 
Dunstable Downs (which attracts around 500,000 visits per year) and Stockwood Park (150,000 
visitors recorded 2008/9). Others mainly provide for their local neighbourhoods.  
 
There is an absence of hard data but there is anecdotal evidence that the level of visiting has 
increased over the last 20 years and the largest number of visits to informal sites is now for dog 
walking or cycling. However it should be remembered that these sites provide opportunities for a 
large range of activities from bird watching, kite flying to mountain biking, with some sites being 
focussed on particular uses (e.g. the Dunstable Downs). Some sites are now considered to be at 
or near capacity especially where they have high historic or biodiversity interest that can be 
damaged by heavy usage. This reinforces the view, that although new sites are being established 
with the recent major addition of Linslade Wood and Kidney Wood, it is understood that there 
remains an under provision of sites for informal recreation, this is being assessed within the draft 
‘Luton & southern Bedfordshire - Green Space strategy’. Due to an increased awareness of the 
impact of visitors to countryside facilities, people management of the site has affected the 
capacity of some of our key sites.  Over the last 20 years parking restrictions have been used to 
reduce the availability of parking at Dunstable Downs and Stockgrove Country Park, this has 
resulted in a reduction of capacity but an improvement in the biodiversity and landscape 
management. It is also recognised that the creation of new and the development of existing sites, 
need to provide significant new experiences and activities before these sites have an effect on 
diverting visitors from major sites and thus reducing capacity issues. 
 
The planned growth for the area and surroundings makes this GI Plan a critical element of 
planning in relation to any greenspace deficiency identified within the ‘Luton & southern 
Bedfordshire - Green Space strategy’ and to the issue of damage due to heavy use. Sites are 
owned and managed by a range of local authorities, councils, trusts and voluntary sector 
organisations. Levels of finance available for maintenance and capital investment are, in the 
majority of cases, considered to be inadequate to cope with the pressure of increased demand. 
 
The Government have provided instruction on planning for open space, sport and recreation 
through Planning Policy Guidance 17 [PPG17].  
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A Green Space Strategy (GSS6) is presently underway and where results are available these are 
used to inform the GIP. The Green Space Strategy and this Plan have been constructed to work 
in parallel and complement each other.  

9.2 Typology 

Guidance provided for PPG177 studies recommends that a typology based on “primary purpose” 
is used. The GSS has used the following descriptions for sites that provide an informal recreation 
function:  

 Urban Parks and Gardens. These areas of land are normally enclosed, designed and 
managed and maintained as a public park or garden. There primary purpose is that they 
provide accessible high quality opportunities for informal recreation and community 
events. They may also include sports pitches, play areas and amenity green spaces, but 
this is not their primary purpose.  

 Amenity Green Spaces and Recreation Ground. These are landscaped areas that are a 
visual amenity and/or separate land uses e.g. major road from housing areas, or areas of 
grass within housing areas and business parks that are usable for informal recreation, 
social activities and informal play.  Their primary purpose is that they provide opportunities 
for informal activities close to home or work or enhancement of the appearance of 
residential and other areas.  Larger areas may include sports pitches and play areas.  In 
the rural areas village greens are classified in this category.   
 

 Green Corridors. These are green routes and linkages including canals, river corridors, 
major road verges and hedgerows connecting different areas within urban and rural areas 
and joining green spaces together.  Their primary purpose is for walking, cycling or horse 
riding routes and for wildlife migration. They can be of any size but usually greater than 
1ha. 
 

 Natural and Semi-natural Greenspaces. These are areas of undeveloped or previously 
undeveloped land with residual natural habitats. Their primary purpose is for wildlife 
conservation, biodiversity and environmental education and awareness.  They can be of 
any size, ranging from less than a hectare up to very large areas of district or sub regional 
significance.  
 

 Allotments and Leisure Gardens. Areas of land rented for growing vegetables, fruits or 
flowers.  Their primary purpose is to provide opportunities for people to grow their own 
produce as part of the long-term promotion of sustainability, health and social inclusion.  
They can be of any size but usually are greater than 0.05ha in size. 
 

 Churchyard and Cemeteries.  
This category includes municipal cemeteries, churchyards and other burial grounds. Their 
primary purpose is for quiet contemplation and burial of the dead, often linked to the 
promotion of wildlife conservation and biodiversity.  They can be of any size. 
 

                                                 
6 Green Space Strategy (GSS) – Halcrow/Luton/South Beds/Bedfordshire County Councils 2007/8/9 
7 Planning Policy Guidance 17; Planning for open space, sport and recreation. Assessing needs and opportunities: 
Planning Policy Guidance 17 companion guide. 
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Figure 22 Strategic (District) catchment area 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 90

 
 Major sports and Leisure Facilities. These are large sites dominated by active sports 

uses and sometimes have associated built sports facilities.  They usually include car park 
provision and toilet facilities. They are likely to incorporate smaller areas of amenity green 
space. 

 
The above classification of green spaces is based upon the concept of primary purpose, as set 
out in Planning Policy Guidance 17.  It is recognised, however, that many green spaces are multi-
functional and may have secondary purposes e.g. an Urban Park may include natural and semi-
natural green space, sport and play areas. However, very small areas, irregular in shape and 
serving no obvious function, have been excluded. 
 
Only sites that are available free of charge to the general public have been included in the 
analysis however car parking charges do not preclude the inclusion of sites in the audit.  
 
Sites below 0.2ha in size have not been included within the Luton and southern Bedfordshire 
mapping as below this size their value for informal recreation is considered to be minimal. It has to 
be noted that Luton has mapped sites less than 0.2ha within its mapping due to it’s built up urban 
infrastructure and would show an even greater increase in deficiency provision in relation to 
‘Neighbourhood’ catchment.    
 
On the basis of this information, the GSS identifies recommendations on the quality and quantity 
of green space needed.   

9.3 Hierarchy 

The PPG17 guidance advises that within the typology sites are allocated to a “hierarchy of 
provision” based on three key characteristics of “size”, “effective catchment” and “essential 
characteristics”. This acknowledges that the availability of a range of sites across the hierarchy 
will ensure the best coverage for the different informal recreation activities. Detailed below is the 
hierarchy that has been used in this study. The site areas are for guidance only as the levels of 
facilities on a site will usually influence its position in the hierarchy more than its size. The 
“Neighbourhood” element of the hierarchy is mapped for completeness but consideration needs to 
be taken in to account concerning what size sites and how both districts have mapped for this GI 
wide plan. This means that not all the “Amenity” sites within the audit have been included as they 
only exist at this level.  
 
Demanding catchments have been allocated to each level in the hierarchy to try and reduce the 
need for people to travel to their nearest facility.  The figures in brackets relate to the relevant 
Town and Country Planning Association (TCPA) and Natural England (Accessible Natural 
Greenspace Standards or ANGSt) defined standards.  
 
 
 
  

 Sub-regional Provision – 500ha. 10km catchment 
[TCPA and ANGSt 500ha. -with 10 km catchment] 
Sub-regional greenspace provision is defined as large areas and corridors of linked largely 
accessible semi-natural habitat but may include some areas not accessible to the public which 
contribute to the overall environmental quality of the greenspace.  They provide primarily for 
informal recreation with some non-intensive active recreation uses.  A range of car parking and  
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Figure 23 Middle catchment area 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 92

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 24 Neighbourhood sites - 300m catchment 
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other facilities provided at key locations.  Most greenspaces at this scale of consideration will 
typically be in excess of c.500ha with a catchment of up to 10km.  

 
 Strategic [District] – 60ha. 3.2km. catchment 

[TCPA 60ha.3.2km. ANGSt 100ha. 5km. catchment]  
These are defined as accessible greenspaces such as Country Parks or large urban parks that 
provide a range of facilities or attractions and are considered of strategic significance in the 
context of the District.  Most greenspaces at this scale attract a high number of users with a target 
catchment of 3.2km. 
 

 Middle – 20ha. 1.2km catchment 
[TCPA 20ha. 1.2km. ANGSt 20ha. 2km.]  
Greenspaces at this scale provide car parking but few other facilities but attract users from more 
than one ward or parish with a target catchment of 1.2km 

 
 Neighbourhood - 2ha. 300m. catchment 

TCPA 2ha. 300m ANGSt no size 300m.] 
Smaller facilities which tend to attract almost all of their users from a particular area such as a 
single neighbourhood, Parish or village. Many users of these facilities will walk to them.  
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Figure 25 All sites – all catchment areas 
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9.4 Ecological Sensitivity  

The growth of urban communities and associated infrastructure will increase encroachment on the 
countryside and pressure on open spaces, many of which already appear to be exceeding 
carrying capacity. 
  
In order to address this any approach to identifying accessible green space opportunities needs to 
take into account issues of site sensitivity and carrying capacity. 
 
Many of the existing accessible green spaces in Luton and southern Bedfordshire are sites of 
importance for nature conservation.  The underlying chalk geology of the north Chilterns has 
created the setting for the settlements of Luton, Dunstable and Houghton Regis, but this also 
means that highly valuable and vulnerable chalk downland sites are subject to the range of urban 
pressures.  Several of these sites are SSSIs, Barton Hills is a National Nature Reserve and 
Leagrave Park in Luton is identified as a potential Local Nature Reserve.  Similar urban fringe 
challenges exist where important areas of chalk grassland, heathlands, meadows and woodlands, 
including Kings Wood National Nature Reserve and Warden and Galley Hills, nestle close to 
urban communities. The GI planning approach should help to ensure that levels of recreational 
pressure on those sites that are of high nature conservation value is appropriate and sustainable  
by enhancing and creating high quality, accessible green spaces close to where people live.  The 
intention is not to stop people using and enjoying these sites, but to ensure that the nature 
conservation interest is protected. 
 
The types of recreational impact that can occur include: 
 

 Trampling - causes changes to botanical composition, and erosion and compaction of soil 
 Disturbance – affecting feeding, breeding and other behaviour in both the short and longer 

term 
 Eutrophication – the high nature conservation value of many sites is because of the lack of 

nutrients.  Dog faeces add nutrients to the soil.  They also tend to be concentrated in small 
parts of a site, particularly around entrances.  

 Inhibition of management practices – stock grazing is often the only viable method of 
managing sites to ensure a diverse meadow sward is maintained.  However, there are 
sometimes issues of people not feeling comfortable with stock, or of stock being worried, 
harmed or even killed by dogs.  This leads to managers not using stock and graziers not 
willing to use certain sites. 

 
It is important to be able to assess the vulnerability of sites to inform planning and management 
decisions.  Sites such as Kings Wood and Bakers Woods and Heaths are very vulnerable to any 
to damaging impacts from recreational activity.  At other sites, such as Dunstable and Whipsnade 
Downs, habitat vulnerability varies across the site and visitor pressure can be managed to reduce 
its impact.  

9.5 Recreation constraints  

Some ecological considerations and management activities can constrain the full use of some 
sites for recreation activities. This is especially true of many flood plain meadows that require the 
continuation of summer cattle grazing. Many dog walkers will not use sites that have cattle 
present. Similarly where wildlife sites are important for ground nesting birds the site owners or 
managers may need to restrict the use of the site by dogs. At some chalk sites where sheep 
grazing is vital for the sustainability of the wildlife interest the viability of this activity can be 
affected by sheep worrying by dogs. This may mean that in certain areas alternative provision will 
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be needed for some activities and this has been taken into account with the application of the 
catchments. 

9.6 Management Issues  

Publicly accessible greenspace in Luton and southern Bedfordshire is provided by a range of 
organisations including the Luton Borough Council; Central Bedfordshire Council; the Greensand 
Trust; Wildlife Trust; the National Trust; the Bedford Estate as well as many Town and Parish 
Councils. Generally the money available for managing and maintaining existing sites is restrictive.  
The Luton and Central Bedfordshire Councils site maintenance budget is limited, so management 
of these sites is delivered through a combination of direct delivery and contracts to third sector 
partners.  The relative low level of revenue funding, acts as a key limiting factor in the 
development of sites and facilities, as revenue funding has generally not increased as a 
consequence of capital investment. Funding secured under section 106 of the Town and Country 
Planning Act is restricted to capital projects so that new developments often increase the burden 
on accessible greenspace without contributing to the continuing costs. New sites can, to an 
extent, be designed in such a way as to include elements of self financing but with existing sites 
this can be more difficult – and the smaller sites have little or no potential for raising funds to 
support their management.  

 
9.7 Application of Accessible Standards for Informal Recreation 

To identify areas of deficiency the three areas of the typology8 that provide an informal recreation 
function have been combined and the relevant catchment applied to them as a single unit. 
Country Parks are by definition important providers for informal recreation although by the nature 
of the facilities they provide, are always strategic so only apply to the Strategic Level of the 
hierarchy. Sites established as nature reserves very often provide a valuable function for informal 
recreation and to be omitted from the assessment would be misleading.  

 

9.7.1 Sub-regional Sites, – 500ha. 10km catchment  

No existing sites were identified at this level within Luton and southern Bedfordshire. One 
Strategic GI site was identified from outside the area but having an influence on Bedfordshire - 
The Ashridge Estate was considered to serve part of Luton and southern Bedfordshire using the 
proposed 10 kilometre catchment, but this leaves most of the Luton and southern Bedfordshire 
deficient for this category. 
 
Opportunities should be taken to address this deficit, through the creation of addition green space 
and increases in the facilities and activities available on sites which have high landscape or 
activity focus. 

9.7.2 Strategic / District Sites, - 60ha. 3.2km catchment  

The mapping audit identifies seven sites, five of which meet the size or criteria two are located 
within Luton and three within southern Bedfordshire. Two additional smaller sites that meet the 
criteria other than by size (one in Luton and one in southern Bedfordshire, have been included 
due to their high level of visitor facility and experience. 

 
 

                                                 
8 Typologies used - Amenity Greenspace, Natural and Semi-natural Greenspaces and Green Corridors 
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Following assessment seven sites have been designated as of strategic or district importance in 
that they are of a strategic size, character and attract visitors from a wide area.  Stockwood Park, 
Dunstable Downs, Wardown Park and Stockgrove Country Park have extensive visitor facilities 
but the others do not. As part of this study Kings Wood National Nature Reserve has been 
considered as an interconnected green space and the management of these sites is considered 
separately.  
 

 Stockwood Park (Luton) 
 Wardown Park (Luton 
 Warden and Galley Hills (southern Bedfordshire) 
 Dunstable Downs (southern Bedfordshire) 
 Blows Down (southern Bedfordshire) 
 Sundon Hills (southern Bedfordshire) 
 Stockgrove Country Park/Kings Wood NNR (southern Bedfordshire) 
 

A feature common to all these sites is that many of the visitors come from the towns such as 
Luton, Dunstable/Houghton Regis, Leighton Linslade/Buzzard and Milton Keynes. This needs to 
be taken into consideration with any application of quantitative standards. Even with the proposed 
growth in the area under provision is clear with most of the central part of Luton and southern 
Bedfordshire being deficient. This situation is exacerbated by low levels of investment in capital 
works and maintenance and few facilities at some sites. 
 

9.7.3 Middle Level Sites, - 20ha. 1.2km catchment  

Middle Level sites provide a greater range of informal recreation opportunities than the larger 
Strategic / District sites. Many are located within built up urban conurbations such as Luton, 
Dunstable/Houghton Regis and Leighton Buzzard/Linslade.  
 
Obvious areas of deficiency occur in the more rural north, centre and south of Luton and southern 
Bedfordshire and directly impact on local towns & parishes across Harlington, Sharpenhoe, 
Toddington, Hockcliffe, Billington, Stanbridge, Tilsworth, Eaton Bray, Tottenhoe, Caddington, 
Kensworth, Whipsnade, Studham and Hyde   
 
Improved facilities on Neighbourhood sites could go some way to overcome this shortfall but there 
are increased costs of maintaining upgraded sites and the impact of additional visitors, car parks 
and tracks would need to be fully assessed in terms of impacts on adjacent areas, road safety 
and the sensitivity of the sites.  
 

9.7.4 Neighbourhood Level Sites, - 2ha. 300m catchment  

By the nature of their smaller size these Neighbourhood Level sites provide a greater range of 
informal recreation opportunities than Middle Level sites. Many of the sites assigned to this level 
are within built up urban conurbations such as Luton, Dunstable/Houghton Regis and Leighton 
Buzzard/Linslade.  
 
Obvious areas of deficiency occur in the north and south of Luton and southern Bedfordshire.  
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9.8 Opportunities 

 

9.8.1 Methodology 

In devising a methodology to scope priority opportunities for the ‘Green space GI Theme’ we have 
look at a number of areas. 
 

 Restoration of worked areas - minerals and landfill sites 
 Buffering of existing sites – suffering from visitor pressures 
 Buffering of existing sites – with high GI value / nature conservation value  
 Extending existing sites – optimising management costs 
 Creation of new spaces facilities / activities 

 
Restoration of worked areas - minerals and landfill sites 
The area is heavily impacted on by minerals extraction, chalk within the Chilterns and sand and 
gravel in the Ouzel Valley and Greensand Ridge areas. In these areas the scale of extraction is 
extensive, chalk sites have tended to be large with sand been in being numerous and smaller, but 
all are worked and have impact on communities for considerable periods of time. When creating 
or reviewing the restoration plans for these sites, opportunities should be taken create payback 
benefits to the local communities through the creation of publicly accessible spaces. The nature 
and contours of these spaces will create a variety of access management opportunities ranging 
from passive through to more active recreational opportunities. 
 
Buffering of existing sites – suffering from visitor pressures 
Thorough direct buffering existing sites we are able to spread the load and impact of visitors, 
create wider variety of experiences and scope a wider range of activities. These may create more 
visitor entrance points and will move visitors around the site away from the visitor hubs / visitor 
access points.   
 
Through in-direct buffering we will look to deflect visitors to other sites both through enhancing the 
quality of smaller sites close to where people live making them more attractive, safe, interesting, 
engaging and managed and through the enhancement and creation of new activities other larger 
sites that current under capacity. 
 
Buffering of existing sites  
Many of our existing green spaces are located in areas of high conservation and biodiversity 
value. In addition the views and vistas of the Chiltern and Greensand Hills and the rivers and 
streams make the area popular. Although there are many positive and negative issues related to 
facilitating the public’s access to natural spaces, there are some particular vulnerabilities that 
need to be understood and mitigated when managing visitors to these green spaces. 
 
Of particular sensitivity in the area are the chalk downlands within the Chilterns. The downland, 
much of which is designated as SSSI, is highly susceptible to erosion and requires grazing and 
scrub management to maintain them to an acceptable standard. With high visitor numbers and 
high levels of dog walking on these sites, visitor and stock management needs to be carefully 
balanced, increasing the size of these sites provides options e.g. focusing visitors in less 
vulnerable areas, moving stock onto less publicly accessible areas during peak times. 
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Extending existing sites – optimising management costs 
The costs of managing green spaces are minimised when they are grouped, geographically and 
through management partnerships. The extension and development of sites will need increased 
revenue and capital expenditure. Benefits and economies of scale can be gained through 
extending existing sites and using management partnerships. 
 
Creation of new spaces, facilities and activities 
Communities and populations that have an identified deficiency of green space per head of 
population and areas which are designated for population growth need these deficits addressed, 
opportunities should be taken to create new high quality spaces or, where this is not possible, 
ensuring the quality and range of activity and experience is high. The establishment of standards 
and the measurement of deficit is currently been developed through the Green Space Strategy. 
Natural England are producing guidelines on quality standards, once published, these standards 
will be used to inform the planning of new open space. Data currently available on areas of 
deprivation includes Indices of multiple deprivation, see figure 26. Indices of Multiple Deprivation 
consider a range of factors from economic, to housing to social issues.  The Indices are used to 
analyze patterns of deprivation, identify areas that would benefit from special initiatives or 
programmes and as a tool to determine eligibility for specific funding streams. 
 
Opportunities should be taken to provide facilities that are in deficit in the area. The Outdoor 
Access Improvement Plan9 identified that family and off road cycling opportunities were in deficit. 
The Luton Rights of Way Improvement Plan identified the need to provide circulation and through 
route paths in Luton’s larger parks (Wigmore Valley, Lewsey and Stockwood).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
9 Outdoor Access Improvement Plan, Bedfordshire County Council, 2006  
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Figure 26 Index of Multiple Deprivation 
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9.8.2 Other Studies in progress: 

 
The Chalk Arc Initiative has commissioned a scoping study, which is currently being undertaken in 
relation to the potential identification / establishment of a 60ha+ Country Park. Interim findings 
from this work have been incorporated into this green infrastructure planning process. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

9.8.3 Opportunity Areas 
1. Chilterns Hills – increasing size, buffering, improving connectivity, creating and developing 

enhanced experience and activities 
(i)   Dunstable Downs 
(ii)  Sundon Hills / Sharpenhoe Clappers 
(iii)  Barton Hills 
(iv)  Warden and Galley Hills 
(vi)  Barton Hills 
(viii) Pegsdon Hills 

 
2. Restored Worked Landscape – influencing restoration of currently worked sites, on worked and 

neglected sites look to developing sites to create areas of local green space value or in the 
case of Sundon quarry a landscape corridors from growth area to the Chilterns Hills, scoping 
opportunities to develop experience and activities available. 
(i) Kensworth Quarry - (Full restoration 2037) to be restored to nature reserve and 

mixed conservation landscape, opportunities to be investigated to identify and 
scope possible public access enhancements and activities 

(ii)  Grovebury Quarry - (Full restoration 2011) to be restored to provide water sports 
lake and Country park. 

 (iii)  Sundon Quarry  - neglected 
 (iv)  Ledburn Quarry – In restoration 
 (vi)  Houghton Regis Quarry – neglected 
 (vii)  Sandpit Park – All the quarries north east of Leighton Linslade 
 
3. Green Connections and Corridors – Create new linear parks to connect conurbations with 

spaces. 
(i) Bradgers Hill to Warden and Galley Hills and Stopsley Common 
(ii) Great Bramingham Park to Sharpenhoe Clappers / Sundon Hills 
(iii) Bramingham Wood to Sundon Park 
(iv) Theedway 
(v) Houghton Regis Green Link 
(vi) Kensworth Connection 
(vii) Leighton Linslade Green Wheel 

 
4. Houghton Regis Green Network – Creation of new green spaces, experiences and activities 

and the enhancement of existing green spaces. 
(i) Charlton Park Farm 
(ii) Houghton Regis  Green spaces; Dog Kennel Downs, Houghton Hall Park, Charlton 

Park Farm 
(iii) Houghton Regis Quarry, creation of new site 
(iv) Blue Waters Plantation – enhancement of existing site 
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5. Totternhoe Heritage Park – Enhanced site linkage and improved accessibility to this 

landscape. Focusing on promotion and interpretation of its working landscape – archaeology, 
landscape history, farming. Opportunities to be sourced to safeguard, interpret and enhance 
Maiden Bower. 

6. Ouzel Valley Park / Leighton Linslade Green Wheel - The continued development of Ouzel 
Valley Park (OVP) and its multi functional sites and connectivity to Stockgrove Country Park 
over the next decade suggests that this could meet the Strategic site criteria and service the 
Luton and southern Bedfordshire Area. The OVP is a development of various types of sites 
connected together by means of corridors. Within this network, access routes will provide for 
quiet recreation along the Grand Union Canal and the River Ouzel corridor. The availability 
of facilities makes this complex a strategic site to the west of the Luton and southern. 
Bedfordshire boundary. The OVP will provide a major new area of multi-functional green 
space on the urban fringes of Leighton Linslade and serve the recreational needs of an 
expanding population and having a catchment that extends into Buckinghamshire. 

 
7. Stockgrove Country Park – Creating a new green space which connects with existing 

assets to create a site of sub regional size benefiting conservation, landscape and heritage. 
Stockgrove Country Park is a very popular site but it is considered to be at full capacity 
because of the high level of parking problems and the impact of visitors on biodiversity and 
landscape features. There are opportunities in the area to extend the site to maximise site 
connectivity and the variety of activities and experiences by with adjoining sites such as: 
 Bakers Wood 
 Oak Wood 
 Kings Wood 
 Rammamere Heath 
 Rushmere Park 

 
Some of this land is currently in private ownership other sections are have vulnerable 
biodiversity that needs to be considered when scoping the sites. Opportunities should be 
taken to extend facilities and the number of visitor gateways into the area. 
 
Further opportunities should be scoped to extend the extent of publicly accessible land and 
car parking facilities this potential extended site has potential of accommodating a high level 
of public activity and experience. 
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Figure 27 Open Space Opportunities 
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10.0 Access Routes 

 

10.1 Introduction  

Included in this section are routes for walking, cycling and horse riding that can provide vital 
connections within the green infrastructure network. The Rights of Way network constitutes an 
important resource across Luton and southern Bedfordshire, providing immediate and local 
access for communities to the countryside and landscapes on their doorstep, as well as providing 
sustainable connections to services such as stations, workplaces and shops. see map 1. 
 
Cycling and walking are the most sustainable forms of transport that can produce the following 
benefits: 

 Improving human health through exercise   
 opportunities for leisure and tourism 
 easing traffic congestion 
 decreasing air pollution 

This section does not include access provided under time limited agri-environment schemes 
although it is acknowledged that these can provide a valuable resource in the short term.  It does 
include a section on navigable waterways for non-motorised use. 
 
Gaps in the connectivity, availability and quality of the access network for local communities in 
and around Luton and southern Bedfordshire are issues taken into consideration and key 
obstacles such as major road and rail obstacles are identified.  
 
Central Bedfordshire Council have recently commissioned a network connectivity assessment of 
the Rights of Way network, this study will primarily be looking to identify; areas of poor network 
connectivity around settlements for different types of users and propose "special network 
improvement project areas". Separate studies will look at the Rights of Way networks relationship 
with the Road network with the view of promoting priorities for road crossing and verge 
improvements. These studies will assist in the preparation of the authorities new outdoor access 
improvement plan 2011 - 2016, the development of Local Transport Plan 3 and to 
provide technical detail for future re-writes of this chapter. 
  

10.2 Policy Context  

In August 2008 the former Bedfordshire County Council commissioned Sustrans to write a Cycle 
Route Mapping Project for Central Bedfordshire, managed by former Mid Bedfordshire District 
Council in conjunction with the rewriting of their plan.  The plan lays out a 10 year plan for 
improving and developing a comprehensive network of cycle routes both on and off road 
developing national, regional and local routes. 
 
The former Bedfordshire County Council, under the requirements of the CROW Act 2000 has 
prepared an Outdoor Access Improvement Plan (OAIP)10. A number of key issues are 
comparable with this study; these have been flagged to be addressed over the 10 year span of 
the OAIP: 

 The management of the strategic access network and prevention of future severance of 
road, rail and watercourse links throughout the network 

 Improved connectivity with existing and potential new communities  

                                                 
10 Bedfordshire Outdoor Access Improvement Plan 2006-2011- Bedfordshire County Council, Adopted 2006 



 105

 The review of current network alignments and provision against current need and potential 
future use 

 Development of greater  community ownership of the network 
 The creation of green cycle route provision 
 Improved physical accessibility to the countryside 
 Improved access connectivity near to where people live. 

 
In September 2007 Luton Borough Council wrote a draft Luton Rights of Way Improvement Plan11 
that went out for consultation and the final plan. The plan was adopted in July 2008.  In the plan 
they identified the general aims of the plan is to: 

 Develop and safeguard a rights of way network, which is more accessible for all sectors of 
society; 

 Encourage use among those who currently use paths and parks infrequently or not at all in 
order to enhance health and well being; 

 Make using the rights of way an altogether safer and more pleasant experience;  
 Achieve improved access whilst fulfilling obligations relating to green-space and 

biodiversity. 
 
Priority areas for implementation include: 

 Upper Lea Valley 
 Wigmore Valley Park 
 Dallow Downs 
 Warden Hills 
 Stopsley Common 
 Lewsey Park 
 Leagrave Park 
 Great Bramingham Park 
 Slaughters Wood 
 Wardown Park 
 Peoples Park (Popes Meadow) 
 Bradgers Hill 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
11 Luton Rights of Way Improvement Plan: Luton Great Outdoors, Consultation Draft. Luton Borough Council. September 2007 
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Figure 28 Rights of Way and Priority 1 areas 
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10.3 Walking Routes  

There are several long distance walks in Luton and southern Bedfordshire, these are highlighted 
in Figure 24. 
 
The Strategic footpath routes in Luton and southern Bedfordshire are: 
 

 The Greensand Ridge Walk is the premier east to west linear route within the County, 
starting in Leighton Buzzard and completing its 40 mile journey in Gamlingay just over the 
border in west Cambridgeshire.  The 3 mile section of the route in Luton and southern 
Bedfordshire follows the Grand Union Canal Tow Path up to The Globe public house and 
then spurs off to the right, out of Luton and southern Bedfordshire. 

 
 The Upper Lea Valley Walk is a 50 mile regional route from the Thames to the source of 

the River Lea in Luton. The 9 mile section in Bedfordshire is from Leagrave to East Hyde 
passing through Luton's parks and attractive countryside in the South of the county.  There 
is also a 7 mile link passing Someries Castle making the route into a circular walk.  
 

 The Icknield Way Trail is a 170 mile regional route for horse riders, cyclists and walkers.  
The route extends through the AONB of the Chilterns from Ivinghoe Beacon, Buckingham 
to Kenttishall Heath, Norfolk linking the National trails of the Ridgeway and the Peddars 
Way.  The walkers route follows a similar line to the trail sharing the route for sections of it.  
The route enters Luton and southern Bedfordshire near Whipsnade winds up along the top 
of Dunstable Downs and around the north of Dunstable and Luton, passes close to 
Sundon Hills Country Park, through the historic Sharpenhoe Clappers and exits near 
Galley Hills.   

 
 The Chilterns Way is a 127 mile circular rural route stretching from north to south across 

the Chilterns Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty and giving the user all the usual 
characteristic Chilterns scenery.  The walk is based on the earlier Chiltern Hundred walk 
and in 2003 had two extensions added to it.  One, a 35 mile circular route, on the southern 
end of the route and a 27 mile northern extension which passes through Luton and 
southern Bedfordshire onto Hitchin. 
 

 The Grand Union Canal Tow Path is a 145 mile walk from Birmingham to London with a 
short section (3.3 miles) passing through the western end of the county at Leighton 
Buzzard.  The waterway was originally the Grand Junction Canal, opened in 1805 and was 
re-named to its current name in 1929, the walk was waymarked in the 1990’s. 

 
 The Theedway / Thedeway an ancient route which is mentioned in Anglo-Saxon charters 

and it was first recorded in AD 92612.  There are only sections of the east to west route 
that can still be followed but has potential to be developed into a route.  The major 
obstacles that may hinder the development of this route are the M1 road and railway. 

 
There are several local walks that have been produced in the south of the county.  Central 
Bedfordshire Council manage 5 promoted walks - Dunstable Downs, Totternhoe, Whipsnade and 
Stockgrove, and the Totternhoe and Archaeology trail. P3 and local community groups have 

                                                 
12 Green Infrastructure Delivery in the Luton and South Beds Growth Area, Interim Study – Bedfordshire and Luton Green 
Infrastructure Consortium.  2005 
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produced several circular and linear day walks.  Former South Bedfordshire District Council has 
produced a booklet of 10 walks through the historic towns and villages in southern Bedfordshire 
varying from 1.5 miles to 7 miles. 
 
Priorities in the footpath network include:  

 Gaps in north-south connectivity between largely east-west recreational footpath routes in 
South Beds District, Mid Beds District and Bedford Borough.3 

 Gap in connectivity between Luton, Dunstable, Houghton Regis and routes which circuit 
the urban conurbation. 3 

 Gap in connectivity between Leighton Linslade and recreational footpath routes near 
Houghton Regis. 3 

 Improving and connecting northern and eastern Luton with the Chilterns AONB in 
accessible sites eg. Sundon Hill Country Park, Sharpenhoe Clappers and Warden Hills. 

 

10.4 Horse Riding Routes  

Horse riding remains an important recreational activity despite the poor network of bridleways and 
increasingly busy roads. A range of bridleway network improvements were put forward at the 
stakeholder workshops and a more comprehensive approach to the network needs to be taken. 
Map 1 shows that bridleway network in Luton and southern Bedfordshire has very poor 
connectivity. Horse riders use of the road network is a necessity in order to provide connections 
between bridleways. The dangers of road use by horses with such a massive increase of car 
traffic have led to the developments such as the former Countryside Agency’s Quiet Lanes Project 
to reduce road speeds along certain routes.  
 
There is a good network of green lanes in the Tottenhoe area providing off road riding but there 
are limited areas for parking horse boxes.  The Sewell Greenway is part of the National Cycle 
Route 6 and is open to horse riders as well as cyclists.  The greenway is off road and links into 
the green lane network at Tottenhoe. 
  
The former Bedfordshire County Council is working in partnership with the British Horse Society to 
develop a number of new promoted Bridleway Routes within Luton and southern Bedfordshire, 
and has prioritised this for action.  
 
Strategic horse routes identified within Luton and southern Bedfordshire: 
 

 The Icknield Way Trail passes through Luton and southern Bedfordshire at Galley Hills 
and is part of a longer regional route which crosses the county, stretching from 
Oxfordshire to Norfolk, connecting the Ridgeway and Pedders Way National Trails.  The 
bridle route of the trail does interlink with the walkers route. 
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Figure 29 Promoted Access Routes
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Local horse routes identified within Luton and southern Bedfordshire: 
 

 Bedfordshire and the Chiltern Hills on Horseback is a series of published routes 
developed for horse riders, cyclists and walkers by the former Bedfordshire County 
Council, The Chilterns AONB and The British Horse Society.  Four of the thirteen routes 
are in Luton and southern Bedfordshire and are approximately 7/8 miles; it is possible to 
use two of the route to make a large circuit.  
 

Horse Riders need to either have access to these strategic bridleways from land that they have 
stabling or have access to horse box parking on or near to the routes. Historically small parking 
areas had been created along the Icknield Way Trail to facilitate horse box use, over the years 
many have been closed due to fly tipping and anti – social behaviour. Current practice promotes 
the use of stables and farms adjacent to routes hiring parking and stabling.  
 
Priorities in the horse riding network, identified in the Bedfordshire & Luton Strategic Green 
Infrastructure Plan3 include:  
 

 Develop a Bridleway Enhancement Scheme for Luton and southern Bedfordshire. 
 The alinement of the Icknield way follows and crosses a number of increasingly busy 

roads because of the poor bridleway network to the north and west of Luton, Dunstable 
and Houghton Regis. Access routes / links need to be created to connect the neighbouring 
rural conurbations to this route and the wider countryside. 

 All opportunities should be used to link these routes into the wider Rights of Way Network 
to provide circuits. 

 

10.5 Cycling Routes  

Due to busy road conditions and the lack of traffic free cycle routes people it is not enticing to go 
cycling within Luton and southern Bedfordshire. The development of cycle routes within Luton and 
southern Bedfordshire can provide an opportunity to create new family friendly off road cycle links 
which integrate well within the concept of connectivity between Green Infrastructure and 
conurbations.  
 
Within the stakeholder workshops the need for safe off road family friendly routes, see Map 3, 
was a strong and repeated theme, which echoes the findings from consultations for the Outdoor 
Access Improvement Plan carried out in 2003/4. 
 
Map 2 shows the extent of the National, Regional Cycle Network (NCN) within Luton and 
southern Bedfordshire. Sustrans, the charity who have worked with former Mid Bedfordshire 
District Council and former Bedfordshire County Council (as highway Authority) to develop these 
routes, have sustainable transport as a core principle; as a consequence these routes are 
designed to provide connectivity between communities providing both a resource for commuter 
travel and leisure provision.  
 
Strategic cycling routes identified within Luton and southern Bedfordshire: 
 

 National Cycle Route (NCR) 6 will connect London and Keswick in Cumbria when 
complete. The route currently starts in Luton, passing through the town, then through 
Dunstable, Stanbridge, Leighton Buzzard and exiting Luton and southern Bedfordshire 
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along the Grand Union Canal Tow Path at Old Linslade.  The Sewell Greenway which 
forms part of NCR 6 links into the Tottenhoe Green Lanes provide a small network of off 
road surfaced cycle routes which Sustrans helped to develop,  Sustrans have also 
developed a network, mainly off road, around the Marsh Farm area of Luton, also part of 
NCR 6, which also highlights safe routes to school. 

 
 Chilterns Cycle Route – is a long distance cycle route, mainly on the roads, that passes 

through the Chilterns AONB that is currently being developed by the Chilterns 
Conservation Board.  The section in Bedfordshire enters at Studham, continues north 
through Houghton Regis, Upper Sundon, Streatley and exits at Barton Hills. 

 
 
Local cycle routes identified within Luton and southern Bedfordshire: 
 

 The Bedfordshire and the Chiltern Hills on Horseback has 4 off-road routes that are in 
Luton and southern Bedfordshire and have got additional notes for the cyclists aimed at 
mountain bike usage. 

 
 BRCC – Sharpenhoe / Lilley figure of 8 cycle route 

 
Former Mid Bedfordshire District Council are project managing the development of the South 
Beds Cycle Route Mapping Project which is being delivered by Sustrans.  When adopted this 
study will suggest a network of local and regional cycle routes that would complement the 
National Cycle Network. The Project would then be used in conjunction with planning applications 
to allocate development related s106 contributions to Cycle Network establishment. Much of this 
network is yet to be developed, and is awaiting opportunities or funding to become available.  The 
County Council undertook research into user needs in the preparation of its Outdoor Access 
Improvement Plan 2006 – 20112 this has identified the need to provide Off Road Cycling Facilities. 
The Bedfordshire & Luton Strategic Green Infrastructure Plan also identifies the need for links 
between the small rural communities with the strategic cycle routes.13 
 
 
Priorities in the cycle route network, identified in the Bedfordshire & Luton Strategic Green 
Infrastructure Plan3 include:  
 

 Gaps in quality of connectivity in the Icknield Way bridleway route within southern 
Bedfordshire. 

 Gaps in the north-south connectivity for cyclists between the National Cycle Network 
Route 6/ Icknield Way bridleway and National Cycle Network Route 51 in Mid Beds 
District/Bedford Borough.  Thus providing no linkage between the communities of Bedford, 
Ampthill, Flitwick and Luton. 

 Support the creation of district Cycling Mapping Plan. 
 Create links between communities and National Cycling Network. 

 
 

 

                                                 
13 Bedfordshire & Luton Strategic Green Infrastructure Plan – Bedfordshire and Luton Green Infrastructure Consortium.  2007 
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Figure 30 Access Opportunities 
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10.6 Waterways 

The 3.3 mile section of the Grand Union Canal in Bedfordshire is the only navigable section of 
waterway in Luton and southern Bedfordshire.   Both nationally and locally there is a growing 
interest in providing wider access to waterways for canoeists, providing access to the countryside 
via water. 
 

10.7 Priority Enhancement Areas  

Over the first 5 years (2006-2011) of delivery within the Outdoor Access Improvement Plan the 
main area of work will be focused on improvements to the networks surrounding the county’s 
largest communities (i.e. those with population exceeding 3500). 2km zones of enhancement are 
shown on Map 1 as OAIP Priority Enhancement Areas. These improvements will include 
improved standards and increased connectivity to strategic bridleways, cycle and footpath routes. 
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