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1 SUMMARY 
 
 

Purpose of the Guidelines 
The following guidelines are intended to assist the 
various organisations that may be considering 
additional provision for bird viewing.  While some of the 
background information will be familiar to those directly 
concerned with the management of sections of the 
coast, this has been included in order to provide a 
comprehensive context for consultants working on their 
behalf.  It is hoped that the guidelines will encourage a 
fresh approach to the design of birdwatching facilities 
based on an understanding of the special qualities of 
the coastal landscape, of its traditional buildings, and of 
practical techniques for avoiding intrusion. 

 
 
There is considerable potential to raise the standard of provision 
for birdwatching, in ways which harmonise with the character of 
the landscape.  The aim in producing these guidelines is to 
increase awareness and understanding of the coastal landscape 
and its buildings, and through this to encourage a more sensitive 
approach to the design of facilities for birdwatching. 
 
The guidelines are intended particularly to provide a framework 
for fresh approaches to the problem of accommodating facilities 
in open, fragile landscapes.  There is scope for a creative and 
imaginative response to the character of the Norfolk Coast. 
 
The suggestions offered are not exhaustive, and there will be 
many other potential solutions.  Every site will be unique in terms 
of its constraints and opportunities, and it is impossible to set 
down hard and fast rules to determine a 'correct' solution. 

It would be unrealistic to expect instant change in the quality of 
birdwatching facilities, but gradual improvement should be 
possible as higher standards are adopted both for new hides and 
for the positioning and replacement of existing hides as they 
reach the end of their lifespan and become due for renewal. 
 
Planning permission will be needed for all new and replacement 
hides, and may be required for related works such as parking, 
boardwalks, interpretation signboards, earthworks, and lagoons.  
Early consultation with officers of the planning authority is 
therefore desirable, preferably at the start of the design process, 
to review visitor management strategies and the capacity of 
sites, and to discuss proposals for new facilities or alterations to 
existing ones. 
 
Consider taking professional advice - from architects, landscape 
architects - to assist with site planning, design concepts for new 
structures, and detailed design.  Local planning officers may be 
able to advise on the appointment of consultants. 
 
The benefits of sensitive design will be shared by birdwatchers 
and by others who respect and enjoy the special qualities of the 
Norfolk coast. 
 
Sensitivity and imagination will need to be applied in the design 
of new buildings for birdwatching and the renewal or expansion 
of existing facilities, in order to maintain the character of the 
countryside for the continuing benefit of visitors as well as people 
living and working in the area.  Recognising this need, these 
guidelines attempt to provide initial guidance on the subject in 
order to stimulate ideas and promote discussion. 
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2 INTRODUCTION 
 
 

Importance of the Norfolk Coast’s Landscape and 
Wildlife 
The quality and sensitivity of the Norfolk coast has been 
recognised in designations aimed at protecting and enhancing its 
landscape and wildlife interest.  The majority of the coastal belt 
from just north of Kings Lynn in the west to Winterton in the east 
falls within the Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (see fig. 2, 
p26 ).  The main purpose behind this statutory designation is to 
conserve and enhance natural beauty, which includes protecting 
flora, fauna and geological as well as landscape features.  The 
landscape has been shaped by human influence, and the 
conservation of archaeological, architectural and vernacular 
features is also important.  Recreation is not an objective for 
AONB designation, but the demand should be met so far as this 
is consistent with the conservation of natural beauty and the 
needs of agriculture, forestry and other uses.  The marshland 
coast between Holme-next-the Sea and Salthouse was 
additionally defined as a Heritage Coast by the Countryside 
Commission for its outstanding and largely undeveloped coastal 
scenery, which is considered to be of national significance.  
 
The nature conservation interest of the area is well recognised 
and has been addressed by a range of organisations and 
agencies.  Much of the coast is designated as a Site of Special 
Scientific Interest, for physiographical and geological features 
such as shingle spits and soft cliffs as well as for its plants and 
animals. In addition, designations such as Ramsar Site, 
Biosphere Reserve, Special Protection Area and Special Area of 
Conservation recognise its international importance for coastal 
plant and animal communities, and particularly for its great 
ornithological interest.  The area includes important breeding 
colonies of several bird species, and its geographical position 

and range of habitats make it especially valuable for migratory 
birds and wintering wildfowl. 
 

The Norfolk Coast and birdwatching 
A thriving tourist industry has developed in response to the 
combination of large expanses of accessible coastline, varied 
countryside, unspoilt villages, and nature reserves offering 
observable wildlife of interest to the general visitor as well as the 
specialist. 
 
Recent years have witnessed a phenomenal growth in the 
popularity of birdwatching.  This has led to an increase in the 
number of hides and other birdwatching facilities provided along 
this section of coast, which is one of the foremost birdwatching 
areas in the country.  Interpretation facilities have been provided 
to cater for the growing number of visitors, and some areas of 
coastal habitat have been manipulated to increase their 
attractiveness to birds and other wildlife, creating an even more 
dramatic spectacle. 
 
Most viewing hides have been provided by voluntary 
conservation organisations working with modest budgets.  The 
buildings generally follow designs which have evolved little over 
the years, and in many cases their siting and appearance has 
had an adverse impact on the landscape.  Local residents have 
also expressed concern at the apparent lack of planning control 
over hides when compared to their own developments.  Any 
further increase in the level of provision for birdwatching will 
therefore require very careful consideration to avoid undermining 
the character of the coastal landscape.   
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Existing birdwatching facilities - the problem 
The current problem is that similar types of shed, notable 
for their box-like proportions, have been used in diverse 
situations without regard to local character, often in 
exposed positions without any particular measures to blend 
them into the landscape.         
 
 

 
 
 
In contrast to the strong architectural style of the traditional 
buildings of the area, most existing birdwatching hides consist of 
modern timber sheds usually with a very shallow single pitch 
roof.  Although many of these have associated screening such 
as timber fences, earth bunds or planting, this has been provided 
in order to conceal the approach route and prevent disturbance 
of the birds rather than to help fit the building into its 
surroundings. 
 

The timber of these buildings and their adjoining screens tends 
to be finished with a dark or golden woodstain which stands out 
against pale shingle or the light straw colour of reedbeds in 
winter.  Roofing materials are often light and can appear highly 
reflective due to the shallow roof pitch, making them conspicuous 
even when set deep in a reedbed.  In some instances the 
capacity of the original hide has proven insufficient for current 
needs, leading to the growth of clusters of hides in close 
proximity to each other.  
 
Most hides have tended to follow the same basic design, with the 
overall form and materials constrained by modest budgets.  
Against a context of limited funds available for conservation, it 
would have been inappropriate to expect major outlay to be 
diverted away from the pressing needs of conserving the actual 
wildlife resource and into the provision of more elaborate and 
expensive viewing structures.  
 
Birdwatching hides have a number of detailed functional 
requirements but the general need is for simple buildings, 
modest in scale.  These buildings need not be obtrusive. 
 
Some of the barns, livestock buildings, cart sheds and other 
outbuildings along the coast are comparable in scale, and 
their shapes and materials could be emulated to produce 
buildings which meet the needs of the birdwatcher and yet 
fit in with the landscape and with existing architectural 
forms. 
 
Further information on traditional building styles, materials and 
detailing is contained in Appendix C and more can be obtained 
from the sources listed in Section 6. 
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The role of the Norfolk Coast Partnership in future 
provision for birdwatching 
The Norfolk Coast Partnership is a partnership between many 
agencies and individuals working together to maintain the special 
qualities of the Norfolk Coast AONB.  One of its objectives is to 
identify pressures for change, the conflicting interests and 
resultant problems, and to establish a series of explicit and 
workable policies for the future protection, enhancement and 
interpretation of the area.  Such policies require close integration, 
taking account of landscape, wildlife and recreational needs. 
 

Visitor pressures and the Visitor Management 
Strategy for the Norfolk Coast 
Now that tourism is a major industry along the coast, with most 
visitors drawn by the attractive environment, a proliferation of 
facilities to cater for ever growing numbers of visitors will detract 
from the wilderness qualities of the area.  Even seemingly benign 
forms of quiet recreation can have an adverse impact due to the 
sheer popularity of facilities such as interpretation centres and 
nature trails, and the need for associated infrastructure such as 
parking areas. 
 
The exceptional quality of the wildlife and landscape means that 
visitors cannot be offered the same experience elsewhere, so 
further pressure is inevitable.  If the unspoilt qualities and remote 
character of parts of the coast are to be maintained then visitor 
numbers must be kept at a sustainable level, and any additional 
facilities need to be located in areas that can accommodate 
increased use. 
 
To this end the Norfolk Coast Project developed a Visitor 
Management Strategy in 1995 which aims "to provide a 
framework for future recreation and tourism to occur in harmony 
with the natural beauty of the AONB and its local communities."  
The Strategy recommends polices for action by all those 

influencing the management of visitors, with two polices relevant 
to this document. 
 
 Policy R7 
 Promote and develop opportunities for visitors to enjoy 

birdwatching and natural history. 
 
 Policy L1 
 Consider and support opportunities to minimise the visual 

impact of visitor buildings and facilities, including caravan 
sites, car parks, signs and structures.  Seek the production 
of associated guidance notes. 

 
In addition the Strategy identifies several zones reflecting the 
varying sensitivity of the landscape and wildlife of the AONB.  
There are problems to be overcome in the threatened Red Zone, 
the delicate balance in the Orange one must be maintained, 
whilst there are new opportunities to develop quiet recreation 
and tourism in the Green Zones.  Three nature reserves (at 
Snettisham, Titchwell and Cley) are identified in the strategy as 
"selected nature reserves which although sensitive to visitor use, 
are better able to absorb larger numbers of visitors than nearby 
reserves."  The Strategy advocates transferring use to these 
reserves away from more sensitive ones nearby, where this can 
be accommodated without harm and, in general, emphasises 
that the role of visitor facilities in influencing visitor numbers and 
distribution must be carefully considered, as well as their 
landscape impact. 
 
Organisations wishing to develop bird watching facilities are 
therefore encouraged to consider any proposals in relation 
to the Visitor Management Strategy policies and zonal 
guidance and to consult with Norfolk Coast Partnership staff 
and the planning departments on any management 
measures which may affect the appearance of the area. 
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3 DESIGN PROCESS 
 
 

Satisfactory solutions to the problem of designing 
structures which cater for the needs of birdwatchers 
and yet fit sympathetically into the landscape are most 
likely to be found through the use of a methodical 
design process.  This process should help the designer 
to assimilate all relevant data and should encourage the 
consideration of alternative strategies for any given 
location.  
 
The use of a methodical approach taking account of the 
environmental implications of decisions at each stage 
should result in a solution which balances the needs of 
the user, wildlife and the landscape. 

 
The location and appearance of birdwatching facilities can be 
influenced by a very wide range of factors - some physical, some 
aesthetic - and there may be an equally broad range of potential 
solutions that could be adopted at a particular site.  It is therefore 
important to remove subjective elements from the decision-
making process, and to make sure that all relevant information is 
taken into account.  
 
A checklist of stages in the design process is included in 
Appendix A.  This gives examples of the type of information 
and the issues to be considered.  A brief summary of the 
main stages is shown opposite. 
 
For some sites decisions regarding the location and type of 
birdwatching buildings may be straightforward.  At others there 
may be a strong presumption against putting new buildings 
where none exist at present.  It is in these instances that use of 
the checklist in the Appendix may be particularly helpful.  

 

BRIEF / INCEPTION 
Objectives 

Management Context 
Planning Context 

 

SITE SURVEY 
Information about the site 

and its surroundings 

 

ANALYSIS 
Identify constraints and opportunities 

 

OUTLINE DESIGN 
Explore a range of options 

Select preferred option 

 

SKETCH DESIGN 
Develop sketch scheme 

 

DETAILED DESIGN 
Prepare detailed proposals 

Submit for full planning consent 
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Objectives 
The first stage of the process is to define the objectives or brief 
regarding the provision of facilities, stating user requirements - 
the detailed needs of the birdwatcher - and environmental 
requirements.  This should cover the perceived demand for 
viewing facilities, and should take account of relevant planning 
policies operating in the area.  For many sites this information 
may already be well documented in site management plans and 
visitor management strategies. 
 

Site Appraisal 
The next stage is to carry out a thorough site appraisal, 
comprising a survey of physical characteristics and visual 
considerations, and a detailed analysis of site opportunities and 
constraints.  This should provide a sound framework for 
decisions regarding the type of provision, allowing the 
consideration of different concepts and design solutions.   
 
Setting out all data in a methodical way means that ideas can be 
tested against the site constraints, and it is easy to carry out a 
review of decisions made so far.  This can be a great aid in 
discussions during the consultation process. 
 

Outline Proposals 
Preliminary proposals can then be prepared for discussion with 
the planning authorities, and once the approach to provision has 
been agreed in principle the preferred concept can be developed 
into detailed proposals and submitted for approval.  
 

Planning Requirements 
The need to protect and conserve the existing character of the 
countryside, its quality and scale is recognised in policies set out 
in the Structure and Local Plans.  Development which would be 
detrimental to the character and appearance of areas of 
important landscape and wildlife quality, the AONB and the 
Heritage Coast, will not normally be permitted. 
 
Planning permission will be required from the Local Planning 
Authority for any new or replacement hides.  Generally speaking 
the Local Authority will be mainly concerned about siting, 
appearance and traffic generation in most instances.  There are 
many options in terms of the type and size of hide, and any 
proposed siting will need to be considered individually in its 
particular context. 
 
Any interested party wishing to erect a hide is recommended to 
contact the Local Authority (see page 22), as Planning Officers 
will be happy to comment and advise informally on any proposal 
prior to submission of a formal planning application. 
 
Miscellaneous development such as boardwalks or other 
infrastructure may also require planning permission, depending 
on the nature of the works involved.  Unfortunately there are no 
hard and fast rules, and the need for planning permission will 
generally be a matter of 'fact and degree'.  Any party proposing 
to carry out such works is again strongly advised to consult the 
Local Planning Authority, whose Officers will be pleased to 
advise on the possible need for planning permission prior to 
commencement of development. 
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User Requirements 
The functional requirements of birdwatching hides are quite 
straightforward.  The purpose of a hide is to offer observers 
closer views of birds than could be achieved in the open without 
causing disturbance, and protection from the weather.  
 

Design Features 

 
Where a hide will be accessible for wheelchair users, 
suitable viewing points should be incorporated into the 
overall form of the building, allowing for extra knee-room 
and a lower viewpoint; the use of extra bays protruding from 
the front of the building should be avoided 

Key to diagram 
1 A weatherproof and windfirm structure, safe from flooding. 
2 Interesting views with birds at close proximity. 
3 A wide angle of view (although not always necessary), unobscured by 

the building structure or tall vegetation in front of the hide; side windows, 
and a reasonable vertical angle of view. 

4 Good orientation of view, to avoid silhouetting of birds in strongly backlit 
conditions; east, south and west-facing orientations may present 
problems at different times of day, particularly when the angle of the sun 
is low. 

5 Non-drip detailing to the front eaves, to prevent rain blowing onto lenses. 
6 well-considered ergonomics: a correct relationship between height of 

seating, windows and shelf support is crucial; this should allow for use by 
a range of users including children, the elderly and less mobile visitors; 
bench seating should have gaps for access 

7 glazed weather flaps where the hide is located in an exposed position.  
Weather flaps / windows and doors should be designed for quiet 
operation. 

8 window height which allows clear views for standing observers 
9 adequate headroom - not all observers will be seated 
10 adequate circulation space at the back of the hide: room for people to 

pass along the hide behind a second row of standing observers with 
tripods 

11 Additional seats at the rear of the hide for waiting observers. 
12 a solid floor to prevent shaking of tripods and scopes as people move 

inside the hide; a tiny amount of movement can present problems 
13 a fairly dark interior to prevent birds being disturbed by movement within 

the hide 
 Doors should be fitted with internal screens, or positioned to prevent 

birds seeing a direct view through the hide when open, to avoid 
disturbance 

 Hides need vandal-resistant detailing to withstand abuse if located in an 
isolated position where surveillance is not possible. 

13

13

13

13
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4 FITTING INTO THE LANDSCAPE 
 
 

Level of Provision 
Starting with the premise that there should be a 
presumption against putting buildings where none have 
previously existed, proposals should be thoroughly tested 
against the site appraisal to assess their potential landscape 
impact.   
 
The type of provision warrants careful consideration - is there a 
definite need for enclosed buildings, or could screening of routes 
and judicious use of screen hides suffice?  The temptation to 
provide hides wherever there are significant numbers of visitors, 
without considering other visitor management options, should be 
resisted. 
 
The level of provision may be anywhere in the following range: 
 
1 Improved access with screening at critical points to prevent 

disturbance of the birds either by birdwatchers or general 
visitors. 

 
2 Open screen hides to provide concealment and a degree of 

shelter for the birdwatcher. 
 
3 Basic hides of light construction. 
 
4 Permanent hides of solid construction. 
 
5 Major hides and visitor reception centres with observation 

and interpretation facilities. 

Building Location 
Hide locations will generally be determined in relation to the 
areas frequented by the birds, the effect on the landscape, 
accessibility and the practicalities of construction.   
 
The degree of flexibility in relation to the birds will depend on 
whether the site is one where re-shaping of the habitat, to attract 
birds to specific areas, is considered acceptable.  The impact on 
the landscape will depend on the detailed character of the area, 
for instance in terms of the degree of enclosure afforded by 
vegetation, and the presence of other buildings. 
 

Landscape Assessment 
In order to assess the impact of new proposals on the landscape 
and define how changing needs can be accommodated without 
conflict it is necessary to understand the character of the 
countryside.  Landscape assessment involves the description of 
the landscape in terms of the key elements and attributes that 
give rise to its character: topography, scale, pattern, land use 
and vegetation, colour, and buildings and other artefacts.  Having 
defined the key characteristics of an area it is possible to 
determine the types of change that can be accommodated within 
that landscape without undermining its particular qualities and 
distinctiveness.  
 
An assessment of this kind has been carried out for the Norfolk 
Coast AONB, and the resulting document establishes the broad 
context for consideration of management issues in the coastal 
landscape.  It also provides a starting point for a more detailed 
local landscape analysis addressing the particular habitats and 
building patterns in the vicinity of any proposed birdwatching 
facility. 
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 Landscape character areas 
The AONB landscape assessment describes eight landscape 
types, ranging from the open, remote and untamed landscape of 
the coast to the settled agricultural landscapes in the east.  The 
most significant type with regard to birdwatching is the North 
Norfolk Coast, but other types are also relevant: the Open 
Chalklands, which provide the inland backdrop to the coastal 
marshes; the River Valleys running through the Open Chalklands 
to meet the North Norfolk Coast; and the west end of the Cromer 
Ridge, which forms the eastern extremity of the Heritage Coast. 

These landscape character areas encompass a wide range of 
habitats and scenery from the shoreline to the farmed areas of 
the higher ground - sand beaches, dunes, shingle banks, 
reedmarsh, open water, grazing marsh, scrub fringes, arable and 
mixed farmland, small woods and heathland.  In places the 
intrinsic character of a single habitat type dominates the 
landscape.  Many areas have important qualities of openness 
and isolation that can be altered by the presence of a single 
new building. 
 
 

 

View north along the shingle bank at Snettisham: any building will be highly visible in this open landscape of sand, shingle and short turf. 
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Responding to landscape character 
Against this context, it is easy to understand the difficulty in 
attempting to find appropriate forms for new birdwatching 
structures, where even a small building can have an adverse 
impact.  Possible scenarios include the use of isolated buildings 
set in open countryside where there is no precedent, and new 
buildings seen in landscapes which include existing settlements 
and farmsteads built in the rich, robust local style.  In either 
situation the new buildings must be carefully designed for 
minimum intrusion on the landscape.  
 

The Heritage Coast 
The Heritage Coast is the principal area of concern regarding 
birdwatching facilities as it includes the areas offering the 
greatest ornithological interest and its landscape character is 
predominantly open and vulnerable to change and intrusion.  
 
The designated area of the Heritage Coast lies to the north of the 
A149 coast road between Holme in the west and Salthouse in 
the east.  The land rises quite sharply to the south, with a farmed 
and wooded landscape forming a backdrop to the coastal marsh 
and dune systems, and the area is bounded by cliffs to the east 
and west.  The narrow coastal strip and its hinterland have 
extremely varied scenery with rapid changes in scale, landform, 
and patterns of vegetation.  This degree of contrast and variety in 
the landscape, in conjunction with the more distinctive natural 
features and the sense of proximity to the sea, contributes 
greatly to the attractiveness of the area. 

View across tidal creeks and saltmarsh near Thornham with a backdrop of farmland, woods and settlements clustered on higher ground inland. 
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This wide, flat landscape is strongly influenced by the proximity 
of the sea.  It is predominantly an open, remote, and untamed 
coastal landscape offering long views to the sea and sky.  Much 
of the zone comprises alluvial and marine deposits, with shingle 
ridges and areas of blown sand between Holme and Salthouse.  
 
The coastal habitats include tidal saltmarsh, mud, dunes, 
reedbeds and a series of salt and freshwater lagoons.  To the 
west of Wells the sand dune systems form a backdrop to 
saltmarshes.  The dunes near Holme and Holkham have 
plantations of conifers, giving local contrast and enclosure.  East 
of Wells the views across extensive saltmarshes are enclosed by 
the shingle spit which protects the harbours of Morston and 
Blakeney.  
 

Further inland areas have been reclaimed to create grazing 
marsh and improved pasture, giving way to arable fields on 
higher ground.  The grazing marsh is generally open but the 
fields are divided and patterned by wet ditches lined with reeds, 
forming distinctive bands of contrasting colour and texture.  In 
some areas individual willows have established along the 
ditches.  Field gates with short wing fences are common.  
Generally there are very few buildings.  To the east beyond Cley 
the marsh narrows, with grazed land running to the landward 
side of the shingle bank. 
 
The arable areas at the inland fringe of the marsh form a fairly 
open landscape, as fields are large and there is generally a lack 
of woodland and hedgerow enclosure except where land starts to 
rise.  Hedgerows tend to be low and intermittent due to a 
combination of poor management and stunting onshore winds, 
and consist of hawthorn with occasional hedgerow trees.  
 

 
Grazing marsh with wooded backdrop between Burnham Overy Staithe and Holkham Meals.  An open landscape of wet grassland, pools and 
ditches, patterned by bands of reeds.  Buildings and trees are confined to higher ground. 
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The settlement pattern of the coastal zone is largely confined to 
a ribbon of small, tightly clustered villages adjoining the A149 
coast road to the south of the marshes.  The villages are notable 
for the rich local building style and the consistent use of materials 
- soft red brick, flint, chalk, and pantiles.  Some of the 
settlements are based around small staithes and harbours 
containing many small boats, giving a strong maritime 
atmosphere.  A few notable windmills and flint churches stand 
out as landmarks, but generally the buildings are modest in size 
and there is a dramatic contrast between the intimate scale of 
the villages and the sweeping expanses of unsettled and remote 
coastal marsh, sand dunes and shingle ridges. 
 
Other landscape character areas, and their capacity to 
accommodate birdwatching facilities, are considered in Appendix 
B.  However, the design principles described for the Heritage 
Coast are also largely applicable for these areas. 
 

Provision for birdwatching in the Heritage Coast 
This area presents the greatest difficulties as the prime coastal 
habitats attract the most interesting birds and the open 
landscapes are the most vulnerable to intrusion as any structure 
tends to stand out.  In most of the coastal habitats the more 
sensitive views are those out towards the shore or over stretches 
of open marsh rather than inland towards higher ground, as the 
number of existing buildings is so limited and the vegetation is 
predominantly low.  Looking back inland new buildings are more 
easily lost amongst areas of scrub or tend to recede against a 
dark backdrop of woods, hedges and rising ground. 
 
Buildings in open positions need special consideration; 
there should be a presumption against introducing new 
buildings unless they can be designed to fit in with the 
landscape. 
 
Where possible, new hides should be set against existing 
features such as hedgerows, tree groups or embankments.  
Although the use of elevated ground may offer a good viewing 
position and a degree of flood protection in low-lying areas, 
prominent positions on the skyline of the sea wall, shingle bank 
or other embankments should be avoided. 
 
Open landscapes should not be changed to accommodate 
buildings, particularly through screen planting.  However in 
some areas appropriate re-planting can be carried out to 
reinstate the landscape character where it has been eroded over 
recent years for instance through hedgerow removal and poor 
management; this may create suitable new sites for hides.  
Another approach may be to encourage reed growth around 
hides by watercourse management. 
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Building Form  
Following the above principles, hide designs can be categorised 
according to the fundamental approach taken to their  
appearance and construction: 
 
1 Hides that will inevitably be visible in the chosen location 

and which are therefore designed to fit in with their 
surroundings: scale, shape, roof pitch and materials follow 
the character of existing traditional rural buildings. 

 
2 Hides which are designed to be recessive in the 

landscape by virtue of their position, shape, colour and 
relationship to existing features. 

 
3 Hides designed to be virtually invisible in most views of 

the landscape. 
 
4 Hides set in areas where there are no existing buildings in 

the vicinity and consequently there is no architectural 
precedent to follow; some sites of a fairly self-contained 
nature may allow scope for imaginative solutions specially 
designed to respond to the landscape. 

 

Site constraints 
In some situations the type of building will be heavily influenced 
by the physical constraints of the site.  The risk of flooding or the 
presence of unstable ground conditions such as soft marshland 
soils, sand or shingle may dictate the type of foundation, the 
likely lifespan of the building, and the choice of solid or light 
construction.  There will naturally be reluctance to invest in 
substantial buildings where flooding poses an unavoidable 
threat, and there are many measures that can be adopted to 
improve the appearance of hides without incurring huge extra 
costs. 

Traditional Forms  
The architectural traditions of the area make an extremely 
significant contribution to character of settlements and the 
quality of the landscape.  An examination of existing 
building forms and the patterns in the use of materials may 
suggest ways in which new buildings and structures can 
harmonise both with the landscape and with the existing 
built environment.  
 
It would be unrealistic to expect bird hides to be closely modelled 
in every detail on traditional buildings (see Appendix C), due to 
the cost of materials and labour.  However, it should be possible 
to achieve a close response to the overall form and style of 
simple rural buildings, and this will be the recommended 
approach in many situations where it is considered essential to 
locate the hide in an open position and traditional buildings 
feature in the surrounding landscape.  Such locations offer the 
opportunity to achieve a good architectural composition 
displaying traditional features and local materials. 
 
 
 

 
Hide designed for a fairly open position: dark-stained timber boarding 
and steep pantile roof follow the style of simple rural buildings. 
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The size, shape and colour of even modest, low budget 
structures can be made to respond to some degree to traditional 
forms.  Small or medium size hides in exposed positions should 
resemble simple agricultural buildings or boatsheds, with a steep 
or medium pitch roof and low eaves height to reduce the 
apparent scale of the building.  Shallow roof pitches should only 
be used on additional parts to a larger building, in conjunction 
with a steeper main roof.  The eaves overhang should be 
shallow. 
 

 
A robust permanent hide constructed in flint and pantile for an exposed 
location near public routes. 
 
 
Where hides need to accommodate large numbers of 
visitors, or serve as reception or interpretation centres, they 
can take the character of a modest farm complex.  A main 
building extended with wings and lean-to additions will be 
preferable in scale and character to a single large building.  The 
use of a catslide roof can be very effective in tying a large 
structure visually into the landscape, and the articulated 
character allows for further extension in the informal manner of 
farm outbuildings. 
 

Local Materials 
In open positions roofs of clay pantiles and walls of black 
boarding will generally be most acceptable visually.  Plain 
tiles or slates will be equally appropriate where these feature 
locally, and thatched roof may be an alternative for some 
settings, particularly in reedbeds.  Where the location is isolated, 
close modern substitutes for pantiles or slates will be acceptable.  
Hides need to be reasonably weatherproof but not to normal 
domestic standards, so the use of second hand materials will 
suffice in many situations. 
 

 
Hide with timber boarding and thatched roof for a reedbed setting. 
 
 
Timber cladding for walls will be equally appropriate as 
horizontal weather boarding or vertical boarding with cover 
splines.  The timber should have a heavy proportion, preferably 
not less than 150 mm wide.  More substantial buildings may 
include solid walls, particularly for the gables and rear, even if 
timber weatherboarding is used for the front wall as it offers more 
flexibility in meeting the specialised window requirements of a 
hide.  Solid walls are best constructed in reclaimed local red 
brick or modern brick with local characteristics, or flint and 
brick. 



16 

Fenestration 
The window layout of hides does not conform to traditional 
patterns, so care is needed with their size, position and 
detailing.  Frames should be finished to match other stained 
timber on the building.  There is a precedent for the use of 
black tarred timber buildings with white window frames, a style 
seen for instance on fishermens' sheds, but this may tend to 
emphasise the unusual horizontal fenestration of a hide.  
Although eaves should generally be shallow, observers can be 
protected from rain blowing through open viewing flaps by setting 
the front wall behind the roof supports.  This mimics the 
treatment of formerly open-sided sheds where they have been 
enclosed, and has the added advantage of throwing the windows 
into shadow, so movement within the hide is less likely to cause 
disturbance.  
 
Detailed character: form, mixed materials and maintenance 
An important aspect of the character of many of the 
traditional rural buildings is a randomness in their overall 
form and the mixture of materials.  This results from the way in 
which they have been constructed, extended, modified and 
maintained over time, and it is part of their charm.  It is therefore 
important that new buildings should not appear too pristine and 
clinical in their design.  Even the addition of more modern 
materials such as metal sheeting can be seen as a later stage in 
the same process of change, and this does not necessarily 
weaken the overall effect where the colours harmonise and the 
shape and proportion of the building remains unchanged. 
 
The cycle of change due to weathering and the need for 
maintenance also contributes to the character of traditional 
buildings.  Some traditional materials can only perform to certain 
limits and require regular maintenance to withstand the exposed 
coastal micro-climate.  The appearance of many buildings is 
therefore fairly rough and ready as they become due for 

maintenance such as re-tarring of timber, renewal of thatch, or 
replacement of tiles or sections of walling.  Modern materials and 
finishes may perform better than their traditional counterparts but 
they often lack the character which stems from the need for 
maintenance. 
 
Recessive Designs 
Recessive hides are those which are not intended to follow 
traditional patterns but which have a minimal visual impact on the 
landscape as a result of careful site planning, the design of the 
building and a range of associated measures.  It should be 
possible to design modern buildings of light construction that 
meet the needs of the birdwatcher yet do not resemble a garden 
shed with a random length of fencing attached.  The success of 
the design will rely on attention to the height and roofline of 
the building, its relationship to existing vegetation and any 
new planting where appropriate, the use of colour, and the 
careful integration of any screen panels with the 
surrounding landscape to create a tidy overall composition 
which responds to its setting.  
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Many existing hides which blend with the colour of 
surrounding vegetation are rendered conspicuous by a 
strong contrast in tone between the walls in sunlight and 
those in shadow.  Attention to the shape of the building, 
both in plan and elevation, can greatly modify this effect.  
The use of a multi-sided alternative shape such as a hexagon or 
octagon for the plan of the building can soften the contrast even 
under strongly cross-lit conditions. 
 

 
This elevated hide is extremely unobtrusive despite its height: carefully 
positioned against existing scrub, its hexagonal shape reduces contrast 
to give minimal impact on the landscape. 
 
There will be locations where a hide can be rendered 
virtually invisible through close integration with the 
landform and vegetation.  Free form structures set into earth 
banks and combining the use of retaining walls, special roof 
treatments and other camouflage measures represent the 
extreme in recessive design.  The main opportunities will exist 
where the landscape includes embankments and changes of 
level and has already been manipulated to some degree. 

Dominant Designs 
There may also be locations where the isolated, self-contained 
nature of the site allows scope for more radical and imaginative 
solutions.  Where no existing buildings are in view, hides can be 
designed as an effective observation point and visitor facility 
unconstrained by existing architectural styles.  In these situations 
the design can instead respond closely to the characteristics of 
the landscape - for instance the natural forms of dunes - or to the 
functional requirements of its users in the same direct way as the 
appearance of a windmill or lighthouse is a direct result of its 
function.  
 

 
A split level hide positioned at the edge of dunes overlooking marsh 
mimics the angular form of the dunes.  If colours are selected to 
harmonise with the tones of surrounding vegetation, even a sizeable 
hide need not be conspicuous. 
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Tower hides offering elevated views over  habitats such as 
dunes, lagoons or marshes need not be obtrusive if they 
can be carefully positioned close to existing trees.  The 
same type of structure located in the middle of a reedbed would 
however stand out as a focal point in the landscape and start to 
change its character, so this type of facility would not be 
encouraged.  
 
There may be occasional opportunities to make use of 
redundant buildings or other features such as an upturned 
boat or the stump of an old windmill.  These might be directly 
converted into a hide or taken as inspiration for innovative 
designs exploiting the special character of the area. 
 
Use of Colour 
Appropriate colours for new buildings will depend on which of the 
above approaches has been adopted.  A traditional black finish 
to timber boarding will always be acceptable where there is no 
attempt to conceal the building and its shape and proportions 
conform to local styles.  There is no precedent for the use of 
golden or cedar red woodstains, and these tend to give a 
very domestic appearance.  
 
The light, greyish colour of naturally weathered timber can work 
particularly well on recessive hide designs set against the 
backdrop of a pale shingle ridge or the winter colour of a reedbed 
setting; with the variety of opaque and translucent wood finishes 
now available it should be possible to achieve a low key effect 
from the outset. In open landscapes it is particularly important to 
achieve consistency of colour where a number of hides are 
visible in the same locality. 
 
Where designs depart from tradition the choice of colour 
requires great care and will be very site specific.  The 
selection will need to take account of the tones of the 
surrounding landscape, its vegetation in all seasons, and its 

buildings.  The choice may be radically different according to 
whether the building is usually seen against the sky or against a 
dark background.  
 
There are some conventions in the choice of colour where 
modern materials such as coloured profiled sheet cladding are 
used on agricultural and industrial buildings.  Dark shades of 
brown, grey or blue are commonly recommended for walls, with 
lighter shades for roofs, as these can appear fairly recessive in 
the "average" landscape, but this advice really applies to larger 
structures.  If modern cladding is used on hides it may still be 
preferable to adhere to the colours of traditional finishes.  The 
use of green should be avoided in most situations as it 
never seems to blend with the subtle shades of the winter 
landscape and nearly always appears artificial. 
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Use of Planting 
Manipulative measures such as new planting or the use of 
earthworks need to be employed with care and restraint. 
Screening is no substitute for a carefully sited and 
sensitively designed building.  Whilst they can be extremely 
useful in helping to fit hides into the landscape, it is important 
that they are part of an appropriate response building on existing 
character and not just a belated cosmetic afterthought to 
compensate for a weak design.   
 
Wherever possible new hides should be positioned close to 
existing trees or scrub, as the use of existing vegetation will 
usually be preferable to the introduction of new planting.  
Planting may not be necessary where there are other means of 
manipulating existing vegetation.  For example, creating a ditch 
around a hide can sometimes be used to encourage reed 
growth. 
 
At many sites the introduction of tall vegetation or 
additional species may be undesirable for ecological 
reasons or because it would start to change the character of 
the landscape.  Some of the fast-growing species suitable for 
screening are highly invasive and could give rise to management 
problems. 
 
Planting proposals should build on existing character, using 
appropriate locally native species (ideally of local 
provenance) and respecting the scale and pattern of 
existing vegetation.  This can be straightforward, for instance 
where there is a framework of hedges and tree lines at the edge 
of the coastal plain. 
 
In open landscapes the temptation to conceal hides by the 
introduction of small isolated groups of trees or patches of 
scrub should be resisted where these are not already part of 

the character of the landscape.  It may however be appropriate 
to add a complementary tree group to a well-designed building to 
tie it to the landscape rather than hide it.  The use of a rough 
fringe of native shrubs against some of the walls of a building will 
soften its appearance and look more effective than a manicured 
ornamental planting scheme.  
 
The coastal micro-climate can be extremely stressful for young 
plants so it is essential to use sound techniques for ground 
preparation, planting and weed control, and to make adequate 
provision for early aftercare and ongoing management.  Good 
maintenance is crucial to the successful establishment of 
planting.  
 

Use of Earthworks 
Artificial landforms can be very effective in reducing the 
visual impact of recessive hide designs.  An embankment in 
front of a hide can reduce its apparent height, allowing the 
foreground vegetation or shingle to sweep up to a narrow 
horizontal band of windows.  The scale, gradient and vegetation 
cover of such features are all very important.  Visually the 
earthworks should register as part of the landscape rather 
than an artificial mound.   
 
The dry conditions of made-up ground can encourage the growth 
of a different type of vegetation from the surrounding area, or can 
give rise to loose windblown material that may create a nuisance 
for observers if blown into hides at eye level.  Bio-engineering 
techniques for bank stabilisation through the use of vegetation 
have evolved considerably over recent years, and these could be 
used to good effect in areas where the landscape has already 
been modified through the use of earthworks. 
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Access 
A sense of isolation and remoteness is an important 
characteristic of much of the coastal landscape, both for the 
birdwatcher and for many general visitors.  Access routes 
should therefore be planned to minimise the visual impact 
of groups of visitors as well as to reduce the risk of 
disturbance of birds.   
 
The alignment of paths should encourage walkers to keep below 
the skyline of ridges and embankments, with crossing points kept 
to a minimum.  
 
An occasional "dogleg" or lateral shift in the line of an otherwise 
straight path can reduce the number of visitors visible at any one 
time along busy circulation routes.  
 
In open areas paths should be related to the existing pattern of 
the landscape, following features such as field boundaries and 
ditches. 
 
Footpaths to hides should be aligned to minimise the extent of 
artificial screening that may be necessary.  Full use should be 
made of tall vegetation and of the building itself for concealment. 
 
Use of Screens 
Screen fencing is often used to prevent birds being scared off by 
visitors approaching hides in positions where the vegetation 
cannot provide adequate screening cover, such as wetland hides 
close to scrapes and lagoons frequented by shy waders and 
wildfowl. 
 
The appearance of many existing screens is unsatisfactory. 
Examples include dark-stained garden fence panels which stand 
out in contrast against pale surrounding vegetation; flimsy woven 
hurdles attached to inadequate supports; and clumsily 

constructed boarding with very conspicuous but poorly aligned 
rails and struts. 
 
Through careful site planning it should be possible to avoid 
prominent locations and excessive lengths of screening and 
there are various ways of manipulating the shape of screens to 
help mould them into the landscape.  Attention to detail can do 
much to reduce the visual impact of screens and improve 
their appearance. 
 
Where screens are required close to a hide their design should 
be closely related to that of the hide itself in order to give a 
cohesive overall composition, rather than a collection of 
disparate parts.  
 
Wing walls at the sides of the building should be treated as part 
of the same elevation and should generally be of the same 
material and colour.  Alternatively the screens can be aligned 
close to the access footpath behind the hide so that they are 
concealed from views towards the front of the hide.  Obscuring 
the visitor's view on the approach to the hide also allows the 
incidental benefit of an element of surprise as the vista beyond 
the hide is only revealed on entering it.  
 
Care should be taken with the top edge to create either a 
constant horizontal line or a definite angle; where there are 
changes in level, crudely stepped panels should be avoided.  
 
Screens should not come to an abrupt end at a random point in 
the landscape; if possible the end should be lost in tall 
vegetation, chamfered at an angle down to the ground, or the 
screen can be curved back behind itself so that it recedes into its 
surroundings. 
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The choice of material for screens should take account of visual 
criteria and durability.  The colour should harmonise with the 
adjacent vegetation or the hide where the latter is intended to be 
visible, or ideally with both.  
 
It is preferable to use natural local materials where these are 
available.  Light timber or reeds will blend with colours of wetland 
vegetation, shingle or dunes. 
 
Initial cost must be balanced against ongoing costs for 
maintenance and renewal.  It is worthwhile creating a sturdy 
structural framework to withstand winds even if the cladding is an 
insubstantial, renewable material such as local reed.  All 
structural timber should be pressure impregnated with 
preservative for durability. 
 
Screens can be constructed using earth banks, sawn timber, 
natural cut timber, reeds or modern profiled sheeting.  Sawn 
timber can be used as horizontal boarding close to hides where 
the screen is seen as an extension of the building and solid 
screening is required, or as vertical slats where lighter screening 
will suffice.  Permeable screens such as woven wattle hurdles or 
spaced vertical slats are lighter and offer less wind resistance 
than solid screens, so they are more suitable for use where 
ground conditions are soft and there are difficulties creating 
stable footings.  
 
In some situations it will be possible to combine details and 
create a screen using part earth bank, part vegetation and part 
vertical screen.  Earth banks should be used with restraint 
and only where artificial bunds are already part of the 
landscape.  
 

Infrastructure and Site Fittings 
Fixtures such as fencing, bridges, boardwalks, handrails, 
and signs all become part of the fabric of the landscape and 
can enhance or detract from the appearance of an area and 
visitors' enjoyment of it.  These features should be kept to 
the minimum, and where they will be seen together it is 
important to aim for a family of coordinated elements with 
cohesive finishes, colours and detailing.  This can be 
achieved either by  the use of soft, natural colours or by the 
adoption of traditional finishes where precedents exist. 
 
A tanalised finish gives timber a very recessive colour which 
quickly weathers to a light, natural appearance and is therefore 
suitable for use in open positions, for instance for fencing; dark 
finishes may be appropriate for timber used in close association 
with buildings.  Around settlements along the coast there is also 
a tradition of painting some elements such as posts and rails 
black and white, particularly those which might become unseen 
obstacles at night and those which exist to draw attention to 
some other potential hazard.  This treatment can reinforce the 
maritime character of the area. 
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5 FURTHER INFORMATION 
  

Norfolk Coast Partnership 
The Old Courthouse, Baron’s Close, Fakenham  NR21 8BE 
Tel: 01328 850530; Fax: 01328 850546 
Email: aonb@norfolk.gov.uk 
 
Relevant publications are available from the AONB office or on our 
web site, www.norfolkcoastaonb.org.uk 

Norfolk Coast AONB Management Plan 2004-2009 
 
 

PLANNING AUTHORITIES 
Relevant Development Control Officers / Planning Departments for the 
area in question will discuss potential applications and may have 
additional design guidance documents as Supplementary Planning 
Guidance: 
 

North Norfolk District Council 
Planning Department 
PO Box 5, Council Offices, Holt Road 
Cromer, Norfolk  NR27 9DZ 
Tel. 01263 513811 
Fax 01263 514802 
Email  planning@north-norfolk.gov.uk 

Borough Council of King’s Lynn & West Norfolk  
Borough Planning 
King’s Court, Chapel Street, 
King’s Lynn, Norfolk  PE30 1EX 
Tel. 01553 616200; Fax 01553 616652 

 

Great Yarmouth Borough Council 
Planning and Development Department 
Maltings House, Malthouse Lane, Gorleston’ 
Great Yarmouth, Norfolk  NR31 0GY 
Tel. 01493 846643 
Fax 01493 846110 
Email  Planning@great-yarmouth.gov.uk 
 

Natural England 
(Formerly Countryside Agency) Has produced landscape guidance 
based on Countryside Character Areas, available on the Agency’s web 
site, http://www.naturalengland.org.uk/
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APPENDIX A: DESIGN PROCESS CHECKLIST
 

1 BRIEF / INCEPTION 
 
1.1 OBJECTIVES 
 
 user requirements: 
 
 level of provision - number and type of viewing facilities 
 detailed design needs 
 
 environmental requirements: 
 
 avoid adverse landscape impact 
 maintain or improve wildlife protection 
 
1.2 MANAGEMENT CONTEXT 
 
 responsibility for the site, objectives, uses, access 
 
 visitor management strategy: 
 
 current and projected numbers 
 carrying capacity of the site 
 number, type and age of visitors to be accommodated: 
  - specialist birdwatchers 
  - general visitors / tourists 
  - educational use 
  - visitors with special needs 
 long-term plan and phasing 
 

 2 SITE APPRAISAL: SURVEY 
 
Collect factual information about the site and its surroundings 
 
2.1 SITE BOUNDARIES, OWNERSHIP, RIGHTS OF WAY 
 
2.2 PHYSICAL DATA 
 
 topography, levels 
 
 drainage pattern 
 
 geology & soil types 
 
 micro-climate 
 
 vegetation - types, pattern, scale 
 
 ecology 
 
 historic features 
 
 circulation: 
 
 vehicular 
 pedestrian 
 wildlife 
 
 services - above and below ground 
 
 existing buildings and other structures: 
 
 on site, and in the surrounding landscape 
 location, function, shape, materials, colours 
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 3 SITE APPRAISAL: ANALYSIS 
 
Amalgamate information from the brief and survey to identify site 
constraints and opportunities - physical and visual. 
 
 define existing landscape character using key elements 

and characteristics: 
 
 topography - natural and artificial landforms 
 land cover / vegetation 
 scale 

attern - eg field patterns, networks of linear features such as 
hedgerows, ditches 

 buildings and other artefacts 
 colour 
  
 valuable site features 
 
 areas of major constraints 
 
 sensitive land use relationships 
 
 areas to remain undeveloped 
 
 potential areas to locate facilities 
 
 access points and circulation pattern 
  
 ground conditions, soil types 
 
 what type of structure can be supported? 
 solid, permanent buildings or only those of light construction? 
  

 4 OUTLINE DESIGN 
 
4.1 CONCEPT ALTERNATIVES 
 
 Explore different responses to the site and brief. 

Approaches may include the following: 
 
 careful responses to existing buildings in the vicinity, following 

their character 
 buildings designed to be virtually invisible in views into the site 
 creative ideas responding to natural and other forms and 

colours in the landscape 
 
 Assess the potential landscape impact of the different 

types of solution: 
 
 what would be seen, by whom, where from? 
 what measures could be adopted to influence the visual 

impact? 
 
4.2 PRELIMINARY PROPOSALS 
 
 Select the preferred option and develop as outline 

proposals for discussion: 
 
 building locations, foundation type, shape, materials 
 type and location of access routes, any services 
 location of any screening, planting; materials, species 
 establish the critical design requirements of the proposed 

facilities 
 preliminary costing 
 
4.3 CONSULTATION 
 
Officers of the local planning department will advise on level of 
detail required - there may be little point in producing a very 
detailed scheme until the basic approach has been agreed. 
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 5 SKETCH DESIGN 
 
 Develop sketch scheme taking account of comments 

received: 
 
 building plans and elevations, materials 
 tracks, footpath network, screening of routes 
 contours / levels of any proposed earthworks 
 services and drainage 
 landscape structure - type (size), position and species of any 

planting 
 
 Obtain all approvals 
 
 
 6 DETAILED DESIGN 
 
 Develop information in sufficient detail for full planning 

consent: 
 
 buildings 
 infrastructure 
 landscape proposals 
 
 Submit for detailed planning approval. 
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APPENDIX B: PROVISION IN THE AONB OPEN CHALKLANDS, RIVER VALLEYS, CROMER RIDGE 
 
 
 

Figure 2:  Landscape Character Areas of the Norfolk Coast Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty 
from The Norfolk Coast Landscape (Countryside Commission, 1995; CCP486) 
 
NB. See also pages 13 to 21 for design considerations for the Heritage Coast that also apply to these areas. 
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Open Chalklands 
Inland from the marshes and coastal plain of the North Norfolk 
Coast the land rises quite steeply to form an open rolling plateau 
with a distinctive, almost downland character.  The edge of the 
plateau offers views over the coastal strip to the sea, and forms a 
marked contrast to the marshes.  The land is mostly arable with 
occasional blocks of woodland, small areas of open chalk 
grassland, and some parkland.  Fields are large, usually with 
straight boundaries marked by low, severely trimmed hawthorn 
hedges, and there are few hedgerow trees.  The scale of the 
landscape is big, with long views to the horizon.  The landscape 
becomes softer and more intimate to the east, with smaller fields, 
taller hedges, and more trees on the deeper glacial drift. 
 
The plateau is only sparsely settled, with a few widely spaced 

farmsteads.  Some of these have imposing buildings of brick and 
flint or carrstone in the west.  Villages are concentrated mostly 
along the coast road at the base of the slope, or in the river 
valleys which cut through the upland.  There are few main roads, 
and most routes consist of straight, narrow lanes. 
 

Provision for birdwatching in the Open Chalklands 
This landscape type is less problematic than the North Norfolk 
Coast.  It offers less direct interest in terms of the birds present, 
and has, accordingly, generated little in terms of bird viewing 
facilities.  However, in places there are close views over the 
adjacent open marsh areas, and woody vegetation provides 
cover for passerine species. 
 
 This zone can easily accommodate viewing facilities 

without intrusion because of 
the patterns of tall vegetation. 
 
Larger reception and 
interpretation centres and 
associated parking can be set 
against the rising ground and 
hidden within existing tree 
cover and hedgerows. 
 
Where necessary new 
planting can be designed to 
augment existing vegetation 
patterns in order to strengthen 
the landscape and re-establish 
its scale where recent farming 
changes have altered this 
through hedgerow removal and 
field amalgamation. 

Farmed landscape on higher ground.  Mixed grassland and arable land 
enclosed by hedges and small woods forms a sharp contrast to the open 
landscapes of the coastal zone 
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River Valleys 
The chalk plateau is traversed by a number of attractive, well-
defined river valleys with relatively steep sides.  Small rivers - the 
Hun, Burn, Stiffkey and Glaven - meander through narrow 
floodplains in a tranquil, medium scale landscape.  The valley 
floors are occupied mainly by a mix of grazed meadows and 
damp scrub, forming a pronounced contrast with the arable fields 
enclosed by hedges on the valley sides.  Some of the higher 
ground is wooded, and there are notable river bluffs.  
 
The character of the valleys changes towards the coast as the 
floodplains become broader, flatter and more open.  The main 
settlements occur where the valleys meet the coastal plain.  
Within the valleys buildings are limited to occasional watermills 
on the valley floor, or small villages and prominent churches on 
the lower slopes. 

Provision for Birdwatching in the River Valleys 
There may be some demand for birdwatching facilities where the 
valley floors meet the coastal plain. 
 
 Buildings should not be set within the valley floor 

unless they can be well-hidden against existing tree 
cover. 

 
 Facilities can be more appropriately accommodated at 

the edge of the valley, where agricultural buildings figure 
more regularly in the landscape and the junction with the 
valley sides is usually marked by trees and hedges. 

 

 
 

 

View from higher ground where a valley meets the coastal marsh.  Arable slopes give way to grassland in the valley floor with hedges and groups of trees.  
Buildings are confined to higher ground. 
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Cromer Ridge 
To the east of Cley the higher ground inland changes in 
character to a landscape of well-wooded, undulating hillocks with 
substantial areas of heathland.  This is a varied, intimate and 
enclosed landscape, with a patchwork of small arable fields 
enclosed by woodland or hedges with occasional hedgerow 
trees.  Views tend to be short, truncated by planting, although 
there are dramatic views of the sea from elevated points.  
Towards the coast the landscape tends to become more open, 
with fewer trees and hedges, and any tall vegetation stunted by 
the sea winds.  The ridge meets with the soft cliffs where the 
coastal marsh tapers to nothing. 
 
In the west of this zone there are large areas of heath on the 
sandy soils of the ridge, with tracts of bracken and scrub where 
undermanaged.  Where still open in character the heaths have a 
sense of remoteness which contrasts with the softer, enclosed 
character of the more wooded landscapes.  Settlement patterns 
are quite sparse, in contrast to the intimate scale and detail of 
the villages along the coast road.  Scattered dwellings and 
farmsteads tend to be concealed among the trees.  Most of the 
roads are minor, sunken lanes running between high banks and 
tall hedges. 
 

Provision for Birdwatching on the Cromer Ridge 
Whilst the need for birdwatching facilities in this landscape type 
is probably limited, there may be occasional opportunities on the 
heaths or overlooking the sea and marshes.  The same 
principles apply as for the Open Chalklands. 
 
Although the heathland is fairly open, most areas include 
some taller scrub or trees to which hides can be related. 
Dark colouring will render buildings inconspicuous against the 

dull tones of heathland vegetation, as long as they are not seen 
against the skyline. 
 
Hides for sea-watching may need an elevated position to take 
advantage of good sea views (although this is not always 
necessary and, as only a sea view is required, it may be possible 
to integrate such facilities into an urban setting).  Designs for 
any prominent location will need special consideration to 
take account of their visual impact and also exposure to the 
elements; there may be rare opportunities for 'landmark' 
designs. 
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APPENDIX C: BUILDINGS OF THE NORFOLK COAST 
  

Settlement Patterns 
Settlement patterns are well-defined, responding to traditional 
land use patterns and the constraint on building imposed by the 
threat of inundation by the sea.  Villages are widely separated, 
with most settlements located on the edge of river valleys or 
along the coast road.  Villages and farmsteads tend to be 
characterised by dense clusters of buildings, and mixed but 
cohesive use of materials.  Within the overall style there are local 
variations in detailing and materials. 
 

Building Materials 
Various materials are used in the construction of walls. 
 
 Sea-washed flint is the main indigenous material and is 

used throughout the area; rough flints from excavations 
are also used, giving variation in size and colour.  

 
 Red brick is used for whole walls or for detailing of flint 

walls.  Local bricks are fairly soft and textured, and were 
traditionally used with white mortar.  The use of buff bricks 
is much more localised in areas such as Holkham where 
they are seen mainly as decorative detailing in red 
brickwork. 

 
 Carrstone is common in the west, with brick detailing. 
 
 Timber cladding is widespread as horizontal boarding on 

farm buildings and boatsheds, or as vertical boarding with 
cover splines on domestic buildings.  The timber is usually 
dark-stained or tarred.  Diagonal boarding is a modern 
variant which breaks tradition and is prone to maintenance 
problems. 

 
 The use of rendering is not common; it tends to have a flat 

finish with a colour wash. 
 
Roofing materials are more consistent.  The vast majority of 
roofs are finished with red clay, smut or black glazed pantiles, 
and these can be regarded as appropriate throughout the area.  
There are some examples of blue-black natural slate and red 
plain tiles.  Thatch was originally widespread but it was 
superceded by pantile when this became more readily available. 
 

 
Rich vernacular architecture and intimate scale typical of the coastal 
settlements. 
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Traditional Building Forms 
Prior to the introduction of new architectural styles during the 
Victorian period, local buildings followed fairly simple rules of 
construction.  Traditional domestic buildings were generally of 
single room depth, with a steep roof pitch as they were originally 
thatched.  This gave rise to the distinctive vertical scale and 
proportion, with narrow gables, seen in single buildings and 
terraces.  Many later cottages originating from the 18th century 
onwards are of double depth construction with a square layout. 
 
While the use of shallower roof pitches became possible after the 
introduction of pantiles, flat or very shallow pitched roofs appear 
alien and inappropriate.  Eaves are usually shallow, and parapet 
gables are common. 
 
The main element of the building was often extended with 
additive forms of lean-to construction as a continuation of the 
main roof or against a gable wall.  Extensions and outbuildings 
tended to be single storey with single or double pitched roofs, 
occasionally hipped.  

Detailing 
A broad range of detailing occurs in the area.  Brick detailing to 
eaves, quoins, plinths, window dressings and string courses is 
particularly common, with many local variations, and brick 
patterning is quite elaborate in some examples.  Entrance 
porches are fairly common as canopies supported on posts or 
wall-mounted brackets. 
 
The positioning and detailing of windows is particularly important 
and follows strong traditions.  Mullions, casements and a 
horizontal proportion were typical in most buildings until later 
influences encouraged the use of symmetrical and vertical 
patterns.  Dormer windows were used on one and a half storey 
cottages, either wedge-shaped or gabled but always with a 
narrow proportion.

 Above: Traditional materials: pantile, vertical 
boarding with splines, flint and brick. 
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Rural Buildings 
The rich vernacular style is typical of the cottages seen in the 
villages along the A149 coast road.  However, away from these 
settlements there are relatively few buildings in the sort of 
isolated rural positions where birdwatching facilities are needed. 
 

 
Coal barn at Thornham Quay: one of the few isolated buildings of the 
coastal marshes. 
 
Apart from a few boathouses, workshops and fishermen's sheds 
near the shore, and occasional field barns for storage or stock 
shelter, the majority of rural buildings tend to be associated with 
farmsteads set on slightly higher ground inland rather than on the 
open coastal fringe.  The threat of flooding by the sea has always 
been a major disincentive to the construction of substantial 
buildings on the low, flat areas of the coast.  
 

 
Farmstead on higher ground at the edge of the marsh 
 
Traditional barn construction in the area takes a three bay form, 
allowing a cart to pass through the centre for loading.  There are 
a few notable tithe barns and other large scale barns, but the 
majority of farm complexes consist of assemblages of lesser 
buildings in a courtyard layout, with low cart sheds and ancillary 
buildings attached to a main barn.  Enclosing walls often 
complete the courtyard arrangement.  Some farm buildings were 
originally in dual use, combining animal stabling and residential 
accommodation. 
 

 
Simple rural outbuildings with enclosing walls. 
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Most early barns have timber framing used in conjunction with 
various infills for the walls: brick, wattle and daub, 
weatherboarding, cobbles, field flint or knapped flint, with corner 
dressings of brick or occasionally dressed stone.  Brick plinths, 
detailing to slit windows, string courses, and decorative 
patterning in contrasting red and buff brick, or brick patterning in 
flint, are common even on the more rustic buildings.  Many sheds 
have open sides with exposed supports, and some have been 
enclosed with vertical boarding with splines. 
 

 
Open-sided barn: flint walls with brick detailing, timber boarding and 
pantile roof  
 
Thatch is the oldest and most impressive roofing material, 
normally consisting of Norfolk Reed, but as on domestic 
buildings it was widely replaced by pantiles.  Roof structures vary 
greatly, but long roof slopes, sweeping to very low eaves and 
sometimes almost to the ground, are characteristic.  Shallower 
roofs were built after the introduction of pantiles when thatch 
became unfashionable, but these tend to be seen only on 
modest outbuildings and lean-to extensions to the original steep 
roof structure, creating a cat-slide profile.
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