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Devon Landscape Policy Group Advice Note No. 3: 

Principles of defining and maintaining the 

character of Devon’s Undeveloped Coast 

Consultation draft 

5 November 2013 

SUMMARY OF PRINCIPLES 

1. The National Planning Policy requirement to maintain the character of 

the Undeveloped Coast should be regarded as a strategic policy issue 

over which there is a statutory duty to co-operate between neighbouring 

planning authorities bordering Devon’s coast and the Marine 

Management Organisation, co-ordinated through the Devon Landscape 

Policy Group. 

 

2. Devon’s Undeveloped Coast should be treated as a designation and be 

defined on policy maps within Local, Neighbourhood and Marine Plans, 

with cross- boundary consistency across administrative borders.  

 

3. Devon’s Undeveloped Coast should be regarded as a finite resource for 

the enjoyment of everyone now and in the future. Local, Neighbourhood 

and Marine Plans should therefore include strongly-worded planning 

policies that establish a presumption against development within or 

affecting Devon’s Undeveloped Coast unless it can be successfully 

demonstrated that it satisfies all of the following criteria: 

 

• Maintain the intrinsic character of the landscapes1 affected;  

• Protect and enhance  valued landscapes affected, giving great 

weight to conserving landscape and scenic beauty in National 

Parks, AONBs and Devon’s Heritage Coasts2;  

• Cannot be accommodated reasonably outside the undeveloped 

coast; and  

• Take opportunities available, where reasonable, for improving 

public access to and enjoyment of the coast.  

                                            
1
 The European Landscape Convention defines ‘landscape’ as: “An area, as perceived by people, 

whose character is the result of the action and interaction of natural and/or human factors”. It states 
that landscape covers “natural, rural, urban and peri-urban areas, includes land, inland water and 
marine areas, [and] �concerns landscapes that might be considered outstanding as well as everyday 
or degraded landscapes”. Seascape should therefore be included in the definition of landscape. 
2
 See Appendix 1 for a list of Heritage Coasts in Devon. 
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4. Coastal Preservation Area boundaries (or their local equivalent) should 

be used as a starting point for defining the extent of Undeveloped Coast. 

Any proposed boundary amendment should be agreed between 

neighbouring authorities and be based on criteria3 agreed with the 

Devon Landscape Policy Group that draws upon up to date and relevant 

evidence base4. 

 

5. Relevant landscape character assessment evidence base should be 

used in combination with seascape character assessments (where 

available) as a basis for understanding the character of the undeveloped 

coast and its likely sensitivity to new development. 

 

6. Development beyond the undeveloped coast boundary has the potential 

to harm or erode its intrinsic character and beauty. Therefore, the effect 

of proposed development should be assessed on its own merits with 

regard its likely landscape and visual impact, including consideration of 

effect on seascape character.    

 

 

Prawle © Nick Shepherd 

                                            
3
 See section 3 below. 

4
 See section 4 below. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 This guidance provides the basis for ensuring cross-boundary consistency 

between local, neighbourhood and marine plans when defining the extent of 

Devon’s undeveloped coasts and formulating policy that seeks to maintain 

its character. This is particularly important given the overlap of jurisdiction 

between terrestrial planning authorities and the Marine Management 

Organisation (MMO) within intertidal zone. The Advice Note is therefore 

intended for use by those within coastal planning authorities and the MMO 

tasked with formulating plans and policies in response to the National 

Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) and the UK Marine Policy Statement 

(see Appendix 1for consideration of the policy context).  

1.2 The Advice Note is a result of co-operation between officers of the Devon 

Landscape Policy Group (DLPG) in consultation with officers of interested 

organisations (see Appendix 2). It has been identified as an outcome of the 

statutory duty to co-operate in the emerging draft Devon-wide Duty to Co-

operate Protocol ‘Planning strategically across local boundaries’.  Therefore 

the Advice Note may also be used by the Planning Inspectorate when 

examining local plans to test whether policies relating to the undeveloped 

coast are sound.  

What is the Devon Landscape Policy Group? 

The Devon Landscape Policy Group comprises an informal partnership of professional 

officers dealing with landscape policy matters from planning authorities, National Parks, 

AONB Partnerships and Natural England. Established in 2005 to develop the Devon 

Landscape Character Assessment programme, the Group now works under the National 

Planning Policy Framework duty to co-operate, promoting consistent landscape policy 

within Devon and providing advice notes on various aspects of policy to assist planners 

and other professionals in landscape matters. For more information go to: 

http://www.devon.gov.uk/index/environmentplanning/natural_environment/landscape/la

ndscapecharacter/landscapepolicygrp.htm 

 

1.3 The DLPG has led on this policy issue given that it relates strongly to 

landscape character. Devon-specific guidance was considered necessary as 

it enables the local context, policy background and shared evidence base on 

landscape character assessment to be fully taken into account in the light of 

changes to coastal policy arising from the National Planning Policy 

Framework (NPPF).  

1.4 The DLPG first attempted to achieve consistency amongst local planning 

authorities over this issue through the publication of its previous Draft Paper 

of 29 April 2009. This Advice Note builds on that previous advice and brings 
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it up to date, reflecting current policy context and the views of other 

organisations as detailed in Appendix 2.  

 

2. Devon’s undeveloped coast 

2.1 The undeveloped coastal areas of Devon are widely recognised for their 

intrinsic character and beauty, for their natural, historic and cultural interest 

and for their benefits to thriving agriculture, fisheries, tourism and coastal 

communities. Beautiful stretches of unspoilt coastline provide us with contact 

with nature and the sea, lifting the spirits, inspiring artists and providing 

somewhere to get away from it all, including outdoor recreation in a natural 

context. The recreational, spiritual and mental health benefits of the 

undeveloped coast therefore relate strongly to cultural ecosystem services. 

Walking the South West Coast Path, watching coastal and marine wildlife, 

swimming, and exploring beaches and rock pools in a natural setting also 

attract many people to Devon’s coast, supporting tourism and the local 

economy. 

2.2 National and local designations linked with strong planning policies have 

been used since the mid-20th Century as a way of protecting these areas 

against pressures for development (see map below and Appendix 1).  

2.3 In a county context, the undeveloped coast was originally defined and 

protected through Devon Structure Plan ‘Coastal Preservation Area’ policy 

CO5. Originating from 1966, the purpose of this designation was to protect 

the finite resource of undeveloped coastal land.  

2.4 The abolition of Structure Plans by the Government now makes it of vital 

importance for local planning authorities in Devon to achieve cross-border 

consistency over this strategic planning issue. The duty to co-operate 

enshrined in the Localism Act and the NPPF provides the statutory basis for 

such collaboration. 

2.5 A review of existing and emerging local plans in Devon reveals that in most 

cases there is an ‘undeveloped coast’ policy although some inconsistency is 

evident in the policy terminology and meaning (see Appendix 1). The scope 

for bringing emerging policies in line with this Advice Note may be limited 

because the timing of its publication may be too late in the process for some 

planning authorities, but it is hoped that it can be taken into account where 

opportunities still exist to achieve consistency with neighbouring authorities.    

2.6 As well as this local policy background, much of Devon’s coast falls within, 

and benefits from the protection afforded by national designations including 

Exmoor National Park, North Devon, South Devon, East Devon and Tamar 

Valley Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONBs).  
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2.7 In addition to these statutory designations, most of Devon’s coast is defined 

nationally as Heritage Coast. Originally defined for management purposes, 

they apply to those lengths of coastline deemed to be of the highest quality 

nationally, and are highlighted in the NPPF (114). The Devon Heritage 

Coasts are: 

  Exmoor  (Somerset to Combe Martin) 

  North Devon  (Combe Martin to Taw/Torridge Estuary) 

  Hartland  (Westward Ho! To Cornwall) 

  Lundy Island 

  South Devon  (Plymouth to Torbay) 

  East Devon   (Budleigh Salterton to Dorset) 

It is important to note that some of Devon’s Heritage Coasts are not 

protected by national designations, but were however protected by the 

Coastal Preservation Area policy designation, underlining the need for a 

local designation of ‘undeveloped coast’ to be carried forward in emerging 

local plans. They include: 

• Area to the west of Slapton; 

• Area between Seaton and Beer; 

• Part of the Axe Estuary east of Seaton; 

• Braunton Marshes and Great Field; 

• Lundy Island. 

In addition, some stretches of undeveloped coast in Devon lie outside both 

national designations and Heritage Coast, for example in Teignbridge. 

Arguably the threat to these areas is greater and the need for strong policy 

more pressing. 

 

2.8 Part of the East Devon and Dorset coast known as the Jurassic Coast is also 

England’s first natural World Heritage Site, designated by UNESCO5 for its 

incredible geology that records 185 million years of earth history.  UNESCO 

has also designated part of North Devon as a Biosphere Reserve, as shown 

on the map below. Maintaining the character of the undeveloped coast is 

relevant to the purposes of both these designations. 

 

                                            
5
 United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organisation 
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 [NOTE: This map is to be amended to include Heritage Coast and N Devon 

Biosphere Reserve ] 

2.9 Devon’s legacy of undeveloped coast can be attributed partly to this strong 

planning policy history which should be sustained for the benefit of future 

generations. Other contributing factors are the extent of coastal land made 

inalienable through National Trust ownership, and the natural constraints to 

development presented by the coastal landscapes themselves, such as 

steep eroding cliffs or a high energy marine environment.   

3.    An approach for defining undeveloped coast 

3.1 The original Coastal Preservation Area designation provides a starting point 

or baseline for defining ‘Undeveloped Coast’ through the Local Plans and 

Local Development Documents. Indeed this reflects the approach already 

adopted by many coastal planning authorities to date.  

3.2 Where a need is established to amend or review boundaries, the Devon 

Landscape Policy Group recommends the following criteria for defining the 
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Undeveloped Coast, developed from those used to define the Coastal 

Preservation Area and earlier advice in PPG20: 

a) Landscapes that have a coastal character, including direct maritime 

influences and coastal related activities.  As a minimum the area should 

include the open coast down to mean low water, rias and estuaries up to 

the tidal limits and including the whole tidal estuary channel. Landscape 

character types with a distinct coastal component of their key 

characteristics may be useful when considering the landward extent; and 

 

b) An area of coastal landscape perceived as undeveloped and unspoilt by 

modern development. This should acknowledge that most coastal 

landscapes in Devon have been influenced by human activity over time, 

and may therefore include landmark buildings, historic rural hamlets, 

farmsteads, farmed landscapes and country lanes for example that 

positively contribute to the rural ‘undeveloped’ character of the coastal 

landscape; and 

 

c) The landward extent of the visual envelope visible from cliff tops, 

beaches, sea or estuary; or form part of the view from significant lengths 

of public highway, or other publicly accessible routes, leading to and 

along the coast, including the South West Coast Path and the intended 

new coastal trail / access land.  

 

3.3 Where undeveloped coast abuts existing large villages or urban areas, there 

should be a presumption against allocating land for future development along 

the coast, given that the undeveloped coast is a finite resource. 

3.5 The inland extent of the undeveloped coast will depend on its intrinsic coastal 

character and whether it is perceived by people to be undeveloped, rather 

than a definitive distance. Coastal character may extend to variable distances 

inland, depending particularly on the topography and natural and cultural 

influences such as tidal range, vegetation, coastal industries and activities. 

3.6 The seaward extent of the area should integrate with the Marine Plan/Marine 

Character Area i.e. overlap to include to the tidal limits, to Mean Low Water 

and the tidal estuary channel. Some of these areas may fall outside local 

authority boundaries and within the Crown Estate. 

3.7 In Devon, the visual and cultural relationship between land and sea is integral 

to the character of the coast. Therefore the seaward area visible from the 

undeveloped coast should therefore be taken into account when reviewing 

proposals for offshore development.  
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4. Evidence base  

4.1 Landscape and seascape character assessments should be used to help 

define the undeveloped coast and to inform how to maintain its distinctive 

character through the planning process. Devon Character Areas, Landscape 

Character Types, and emerging seascape assessments being prepared by 

the MMO should be referred to, along with National Character Areas, as 

appropriate.  Consideration should be given to the need for more detailed 

landscape and seascape assessments at the local scale where a finer grain of 

detail on the character of the undeveloped coast is required.  

4.2 The Devon Historic Landscape Characterisation and Historic Environment 

Record should be integrated with this process and reference should be made 

to the Historic Seascape Characterisation being carried out by English 

Heritage to inform the Marine Plans. 

4.3 Existing management plan and strategies should be consulted, such as those 

compiled for National Parks, AONBs, World Heritage Sites, Shoreline 

Management and other coast or estuaries management plans. These will help 

to identify the special qualities and sense of place which inform protection and 

enhancement, as well as natural processes and the changing character of the 

coast.  
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Appendix 1: National and Local Policy Context 

 

National Policy Context  

1. The National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) sets out requirements for 

undeveloped coast under Section 11. Conserving and enhancing the natural 

environment. Paragraph 114 (second bullet) states that Local planning 

authorities should: 

  “=maintain the character of the undeveloped coast, protecting and 

enhancing its distinctive landscapes, particularly in areas defined as 

Heritage Coast6, and improve public access to and enjoyment of the coast.” 

2. The NPPF does not give guidance on defining the undeveloped coast, 

however it states in the chapter Plan-making, para.157, that local plans 

should  identify land where development would be inappropriate, for instance 

because of its environmental or historic significance; and contain a clear 

strategy for enhancing the natural, built and historic environment.  

3. For the purposes of Local Plans in Devon this advice note recommends that 

the undeveloped coast is defined on the Policies Maps/Key Diagrams. There 

is no specific requirement to define the Coastal Zone or developed coast 

within the NPPF. 

4. Further requirements relating to coastal change are set out under Section 10 

of the NPPF, Meeting the challenge of climate change, flooding and coastal 

change. Paragraph 105 states: 

In coastal areas, local planning authorities should take account of the UK 

Marine Policy Statement and marine plans and apply Integrated Coastal 

Zone Management across local authority and land/sea boundaries, ensuring 

integration of the terrestrial and marine planning regimes.  

5. The Duty to Co-operate applies to Local Plans and Marine Plans. The 

Marine Management Organisation (MMO) is responsible for developing 

Marine Plans in accordance with the UK Marine Policy Statement (2011). A 

Marine Plan is being developed for the South (River Dart to Folkestone) and 

a plan for the South West of England will follow, with all 11 Marine Plans due 

to be completed by 2021 and each plan covering a 20 year period. 

                                            
6
 National Planning Practice Guidance states that: “Heritage coasts are stretches of our most 

beautiful, undeveloped coastline, which are managed to conserve their natural beauty and, where 
appropriate, to improve accessibility for visitors.  Most of the defined Heritage Coast is covered (on 
land) by either Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty or National Park designations.  Natural England 
has published advice on Heritage Coasts.  The Marine Management Organisation produces guidance 
on marine planning which may also be relevant to protecting Heritage Coasts.” 
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6. Part of the evidence base for the Marine Plans is Seascape Character 

Assessment and the identification of Marine Character Areas on a national 

scale. These should relate and integrate with the landscape- based National 

Character Areas identified by Natural England. Natural England supports this 

approach and considers that seascapes are an integral part of the character 

of coastal landscapes. As well as national landscape and seascape 

assessments, the potential for more detailed landscape and seascape 

assessments to complement District/Unitary landscape assessments and the 

Devon Landscape Assessment should be considered. Historic landscape 

and seascape characterisation should be integrated within this process at a 

national and local (Devon) scale. 

7. The NPPF also requires local planning authorities to reduce risk from coastal 

change by avoiding inappropriate development in vulnerable areas or adding 

to the impacts of physical changes to the coast (para. 106). Local planning 

authorities should identify as a Coastal Change Management Area any area 

likely to be affected by physical changes to the coast. When assessing 

applications in these areas (para. 107), authorities should consider 

development appropriate where it is demonstrated that: 

• It will be safe over its planned lifetime and will not have an unacceptable 

impact on coastal change; 

• The character of the coast including designations is not compromised; 

• The development provides wider sustainability benefits; and 

• The development does not hinder the creation and maintenance of a 

continuous signed and managed route around the coast (as required by 

the Marine and Coastal Access Act 2009) 

 

8. The NPPF continues to give great weight to the conservation of landscape 

and scenic beauty in National Parks and AONBs (para. 115). Regard must be 

had to the special qualities of these areas, and their Management Plans 

should also be taken into account in defining and maintaining the character of 

‘Undeveloped Coast’. Consideration may also be given to the production of 

coastal or maritime strategies for Devon, as part of strategies for enhancing 

the natural, built and historic environment (para. 157).  

9. According to a study commissioned by the Countryside Agency in 20067, the 

purposes of Heritage Coast overlap to a great extent with AONB designation, 

although states: “Whereas AONBs and National Parks usually extend to the 

Mean Low Water Mark, Heritage Coasts’ purposes go beyond this to cover 

the environmental health of inshore waters. Despite this, the seaward 

boundary was deliberately not defined L, allowing Local Authorities to use 

the Heritage Coast definition to address this issue where it felt it necessary”. It 

                                            
7
 Land Use Consultants (2006): Review and Evaluation of Heritage Coasts in England. 
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also notes that the seaward boundary was deliberately not defined or 

specified and: “�in practice can extend as far offshore as the management 

service can reasonably accommodate”... 

 

Local policy context and background 

 

1. Until May 2013, the Devon Structure Plan Policy CO5 Coastal Preservation 

Area (CPA) protected Devon’s undeveloped coast by strictly limiting the type 

of development that should be located in the CPA. The CPA Policy was a 

policy to protect the “finite resource of the undeveloped coast” from 

development. Coastal Preservation Areas have been defined and supported 

by policies within the relevant Local Plans and Core Strategies within Devon. 

The original policy CO5 stated: 

“Within the Coastal Preservation Area, development, other than that of a 

minor nature, will not be provided for except where it is required: for the 

benefit of the community at large, in connection with public access for 

informal recreation, or for the purposes of agriculture or forestry and only 

when such development cannot be reasonably accommodated outside the 

protected areas. Such development will only be provided for when it would 

not detract from the unspoilt character and appearance of the coastal area”. 

2. The origin of the CPA was in 1966. The Government required Councils to 

define the undeveloped coast to safeguard the unspoiled stretches of the 

coastline (Circular 7/66). In July 1966 Devon County Council adopted a 

Coastal Preservation Policy. In 1985 a redefined CPA was adopted as part of 

the Landscape Policies Local Plan.  

 

3. Local policy on the protection of the undeveloped coast is now guided by the 

National Planning Policy Framework, which means that Local, Neighbourhood 

and Marine Plans are the principle planning documents for ensuring the 

character of Devon’s undeveloped coast is maintained. It is therefore vital that 

Local Plan policies in Devon are consistent with those of neighbouring 

authorities and maintain the important legacy of undeveloped coast within 

Devon for future generations. 

 

4. The following collection of local plan policies relating to undeveloped coast 

/coastal preservation area from throughout Devon shows the degree to which 

there is current consistency: 
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a) South Hams Adopted Core Strategy (2006) Policy CS9: Landscape and 

Historic Environment – 2: 

‘The character of the undeveloped parts of the coast will be protected and 

development not requiring a coastal location will not be provided for’. 

b) North Devon & Torridge draft Joint Local Plan 2013 Policy ST09: Coast and 

Estuary Strategy 

The Coastal and Estuarine Zone is identified on the Policies Map where: 

(3) The integrity of the coast and estuary as an important wildlife corridor will 

be protected and enhanced. The importance of the undeveloped coastal, 

estuarine and marine environments, including the North Devon Coast Areas 

of Outstanding Natural Beauty, will be recognised through supporting 

designations, plans and policies. 

(5) Development within the undeveloped coast and estuary will be permitted 

where it does not detract from the unspoilt character, appearance and 

tranquillity of the area and it is required: 

(a) for agricultural purposes; 

(b) for the benefit of the local community at large; 

© to enhance opportunities for outdoor sport and recreation and facilitate the 

enjoyment, understanding and appreciation of the coast and estuary by the 

public; or 

(d) it cannot reasonably be located outside the undeveloped coast and 

estuary. 

 

c) Teignbridge Local Plan Proposed Submission (Nov 2012) Policy EN2 

Undeveloped Coast: 

‘The protection, maintenance and enhancement of the distinctive landscape 

character and ecological qualities of the undeveloped coast, will be a priority 

alongside the ecological and biodiversity considerations. Development which 

would have a detrimental effect on the character of the undeveloped coast 

and estuaries will not be permitted. New development will be regarded as 

inappropriate except where it has regard to the Shoreline Management Plan 

and: 

a) Is a minor alteration in line with WE8; 
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b) Is required for the purposes of agriculture or forestry or involves a use that 

requires a coastal location and by virtue of its scale, nature and location 

does not detract from the undeveloped character of the coast.’   

 

d) East Devon Consultation Local Plan (Dec 2011) – Draft Strategy 38     

The Undeveloped Coast in East Devon 

The Council will define an undeveloped coast policy with regard to views from 

both land and sea. Restrictive policy will place limits on development in this 

area that could damage this undeveloped/open status. This will be defined on 

the basis of visual openness and views to and from the sea. The boundary of 

the Coastal Preservation Area shown on the East Devon Local Plan will be 

used as a basis for informing area definition.  

 

e) Torbay Local Plan (2013) Draft Policy C2 Coastal Landscape 

The undeveloped coast: 

The Council and partnership organisations will conserve the undeveloped 

coast and seek to enhance its landscape, biodiversity, geological and 

recreational value. Development will not be permitted in the undeveloped 

coast unless proposals 

1. Maintain the unspoilt landscape character of the coast and natural  

landscape; 

2. Maintain or improve public access for recreation; and 

3. Provide sensitively designed development, including tourism uses, where 

there are clear economic or sustainability benefits that cannot be realised 

in alternative locations. 
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Appendix 2: Evidence of co-operation 

 

The DLPG first met to discuss how to define the undeveloped coast on 22 April 2008 

in response to the draft RSS policy C01 and C02. The outcome was the Draft Paper 

of 29 April 2009 entitled ‘Principles of defining the coastal zone in Devon’. Attendees 

were: 

Peter Chamberlain Devon County Council Linda Blanchard North Devon AONB 
Bob Maynard Devon County Council James Burns North Devon District Council 
Aidan Winder Devon County Council Ross Kennerley South Hams District Council 
Eleanor Newington Devon County Council Nick Bryant Teignbridge District Council 
John Maidment East Devon District Council Owen Maidment Teignbridge District Council 
Neil Blackmore East Devon District Council Tracy Brooks Torbay Council 
Sarah Manning Natural England Colin Jacobs Torbay Council 
Cathy Fitzroy Natural England   

 

 On 17 July 2013 the DLPG held a special meeting at St Martin’s School, Cranbrook, 

to discuss issues centred on the undeveloped coast. This consultation draft Advice 

Note is the result of feedback from the group at the meeting, and on the previous 

draft.  Attendees were: 

Simon Bates (Tamar Valley AONB); Neil Blackmore (East Devon District Council); 

Tracy Brookes (Torbay Council); Emma Dennis (Exmoor NP); Dave Edgcombe (N 

Devon AONB); Roger English (S Devon AONB); Cathy Fitzroy (NE); Baerbel Francis 

(Torridge DC); Melanie Hinde (Devon County Council); Tom Lowry (Plymouth 

Council); Olwen Maidment (Teignbridge District Council); Alex Whish, Bryony Hanlon 

(South Hams District Council); Amanda Newsome (NE); Steve Guilbert, Lesley 

Garlick, Ann Dick (Devon County Council); Dave Hooley (English Heritage); David 

Hutchinson (Marine Management Organisation); Phil Dyke (National Trust); Jennifer 

Yates.  

In addition, the notes were copied to: Peter Chamberlain, Bill Horner, Aidan Winder, 

George Marshall, Joe Keech (DCC); Denise Ramsay, Christine Tudor (NE); Kath 

Statham (Cornwall Council); Tony Harris (Dorset County Council); Phil Stone 

(Somerset County Council); Michael Calder (National Trust); Andrew Austen (N 

Devon DC).  

 


