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1. Introduction and Purpose of the Character Assessment 

1.1 The National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) promotes good design in the built environment 

and emphasises the need to maintain local distinctiveness. Section 12 of that document deals with 

design issues, and para 125 states: 

“Plans should, at the most appropriate level, set out a clear design vision and expectations, so 

that applicants have as much certainty as possible about what is likely to be acceptable. Design 

policies should be developed with local communities so they reflect local aspirations, and are 

grounded in an understanding and evaluation of each area’s defining characteristics. 

Neighbourhood plans can play an important role in identifying the special qualities of each area 

and explaining how this should be reflected in development.” 
 

1.2 This document is therefore an evidence base for the Kingswear Neighbourhood Plan, enabling it 

to provide clear guidance on the defining characteristics and special qualities of the Parish, and how 

development should reflect and strengthen them. Besides setting out the local implications of the 

NPPF policy, it also adds local detail to Policies DEV20 – DEV21 in the newly adopted development 

plan, the Plymouth and South West Devon Joint Local Plan 2019 (JLP2019). 
 

1.3 It has been drawn up by our Planning Consultancy, LB Planning, with survey, photography and 

other assistance from the neighbourhood planning group of Kingswear Parish Council, during the 

summer of 2018 and early 2019. 

 
 
 
 

2. Kingswear Parish: Natural and Human History 

2.1 The Kingswear Parish Neighbourhood Plan (KPNP) describes the history of the village and parish 

in detail. There is evidence of saxon settlement in the parish, and Kingswear is recorded in medieval 

times, with the lower ferry at Kittery Point probably existing from this time as well. The village 

expanded with the coming of the railway in the 1860’s, and a shipbuilding works was established at 

Noss in 1890. The deep harbour made the area important during the 2nd world war, but the main 

industry now is tourism and the area is also a hub for walking and naturalists, being located on the 

SW Coast Path. 
 

2.2 The Parish is wholly within the South Devon Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB), a 

designation that indicates the landscape is of national importance. The NPPF para 172 offers 

significant protection to AONB landscape: 

“Great weight should be given to conserving and enhancing landscape and scenic beauty in 

National Parks, the Broads and Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty, which have the highest 

status of protection in relation to these issues. The conservation and enhancement of wildlife 

and cultural heritage are also important considerations in these areas…” 

Undeveloped Coast and Heritage Coast are also afforded particular protection in the NPPF from 

inappropriate development that would harm their intrinsic landscape and biodiversity attributes. 
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Figure 1: Heritage Coastline (red hatched area) in Kingswear Parish – Magic Map defra.gov.uk 
 

2.3 The Parish has two historic parks, at the National Trust sites of Greenway House in the Dart 

Estuary and Coleton Fishacre on the heritage coast to the south of the Parish. Kingswear Castle is the 

only Grade 1 listed building, Greenway House and Nethway House are both listed Grade 2*. Other 

listed buildings include the Daymark Tower (pictured below) and Coleton Fishacre in the wider parish, 

and many buildings and features in Kingswear village, particularly around the Lower Ferry terminal. 
 
 

 

Distant view of the Daymark Navigation Tower (left) and close-up (right) 
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Figure 2: Geological Map of Kingswear Parish – source: British Geographical Survey bgs.ac.uk 
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3. Landscape Character 

3.1 A National Survey of landscape character deals with South Devon and its Area of Outstanding 

Natural Beauty (AONB) as one character area, quite accurately described as “a plateau dissected by 

steep valleys and rivers, most rising on the adjoining Dartmoor National Character Area”. However 

to get more detail on this for a survey of the character of Kingswear Parish, a better place to start is 

the Devon Landscape Character Assessment (DLCA), a collaborative work of Devon’s local authorities, 

held online. It has identified 64 Devon Character Areas, which are then subdivided into 37 Landscape 

Character Types (LCT), many of which re-occur throughout the county. Kingswear Parish includes two 

Character Areas, The Dart Estuary and The Froward Point to Berry Head Coastal Plateau, which have 

between them five LCTS – described in Table 1 below. 

Table 1: Devon County Landscape Character Types found in Kingswear Parish 
 

Devon LCT Main Attributes 

4A Estuaries Extensive, wide, shallow area of mudflats, sand banks, marshes or large sandy bays, inundated 
by salt water at high tide 

• Can be fringed with areas of saltmarsh, sandspits, lagoons and reclaimed areas of marshland 

• Habitats nationally important for biodiversity – supporting major populations of migratory 
and overwintering wading birds, fish and rare plants and flowers 

• Creeks and tidal rivers are highly influenced by prevailing tidal condition. 

• Estuary edge can be defined by a variety of features including ridges, valley slopes, lowland 
headlands, cliffs, rocky outcrops, grazing marsh, arable fields or rough grassland. 

• Degree of enclosure and shelter dependant upon scale 

• Low accessibility but well used for water-related recreation 

• Unsettled but can be strongly influenced by adjacent towns and development 

• Major road crossings and bridges sometimes present 

• Mainly tranquil except close to settlements and major roads 

• Strong sensory characteristics: colour and texture of habitats, smell of mudflats, birdcalls, 
sight of sunlight reflecting off water 

• Open and expansive landscape, with large skies 

• Majority of boat traffic is comprised of small, recreational boats and ferries. 

• Small quays and jetties are found along the shoreline, often associated with settlements 

3G River 

Valley 

Slopes and 

Combes 

High slopes often forming undulating or rounded hillforms to either side of small narrow 
valleys, sometimes with exposed rock faces 

• Pastoral cultivation in regular and irregular small to medium scale fields with hedgerows 
and localised market gardening 

• Variable woodland. Broadleaved woodland found on lower slopes with scrub, often in 
discrete small woods or extending to water’s edge. Conifer plantations sometimes extend 
over whole valley sides 

• Scattering of hamlets or farmsteads, sometimes with large riverside settlement 

• Sparse road network 

• Ancient stone bridges 

• Often extensive recreational use 

• Extensive views over river valleys 
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4D Coastal 

Slopes and 

Combes 

Individual or multiple branching valleys that can range from narrow and steep including scarp 
slopes to more open shallow systems. 

• Coastal influence in exposure, vegetation and extensive views 

• Broadleaved woodland, dominant in places. 

• Small areas of pasture or mixed cultivation and scrub with small to medium irregular field 
pattern marked by often low hedgebanks 

• Extremely sparsely settled, old settlements in combes, with stone as dominant building 
material 

• Extensive coastal rights of way with steep paths down to beaches 

• Narrow winding roads and limited vehicle access to coast unless a main road follows the 
coast. 

• Intimate, small-scale and enclosed in combes 

• Tranquil and remote in areas with limited vehicle access, contrasting with less tranquillity 
where main roads and main settlements are in proximity. 

• Coastal influence and sea views. High, open and exhilarating on top slopes, grading to 
intimate and enclosed in lower valley where views are restricted by narrowness of combe 
mouth 

4H Cliffs Steep rocky or vegetated coastal cliffs of varying heights, near-vertical in places, sometimes 
heavily incised with (sic) 

• Distinctive landforms and exposed rock stratifications relating to local geology and coastal 
geomorphology 

• Narrow beaches, small stony coves or rocky foreshore at foot of cliffs 

• Rich in semi-natural habitats on less steep slopes, including mosaics of maritime grassland, 
heath and scrub 

• Cliff faces support important breeding colonies of seabirds 

• Predominantly treeless, although may include stretches of significant mature oak- 
dominated woodlands clinging to the cliff tops 

• Accessible only along cliff top paths or in some places along shore 

• Unsettled or very sparsely settled on less steep slopes 

• Remains of historic forts may occur in commanding cliff-top positions, as well as remnants 
of the area’s industrial past such as limekilns 

• Extensive and dramatic views, reaching out to sea along the coastline and inland over 
ridgelines 

• Exposed and sometimes wild with dominant marine influence 

• A ‘wild’ and remote landscape with high levels of tranquillity 

1B Open 

Coastal 

Plateau 

• High, open plateaux, dissected or separated by combes and river valleys 

• Windblown vegetation 

• Regular medium to large field pattern 

• Stone boundary walls, dense low hedges (often elm) with occasional hedgerow oaks 

• Mixed land use, mainly pastoral or arable 

• Little woodland or limited deciduous woodland 

• Few roads but many rights of way 

• Very low or low settlement density 

• Influence of geology on landform and/or soil colour 

• Extensive views along coast 
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3.2 The LCTs identified in the DLCA that are found in Kingswear have several features found across 

them. Firstly views are important in most of them, either out from the Plateau, or across the valley 

on lower land. Settlement is normally sparse, with few roads, and a coastal influence predominates. 

But there is also strong contrast of landscape in Kingswear Parish. Hillhead and the surrounding 

plateau being a windswept open landscape with few trees, while Kingswear village sits in a steep, well 

wooded ria at the point where the Dart estuary meets the English Channel. Where slopes were too 

steep for cultivation in the estuary valley, ancient semi-natural woodland flourishes. Buildings in 

Kingswear climb up the slopes from the historic harbour in a mix of styles, size and heights, located 

on lanes that twist as they follow the contours. Hillhead, a twentieth century development in the 

main, uses standard estate roads and dwelling construction on relatively level land. 
 

3.3 The AONB Unit have identified ten special qualities that summarise the unique landscape beauty 

that makes the South Devon AONB a nationally important landscape (Management Plan 2019-24). 

They are: 

• Fine, undeveloped, wild and rugged coastline. 

• Ria estuaries (drowned river valleys), steep combes and a network of associated watercourses. 

• Deeply rural rolling patchwork agricultural landscape. 

• Deeply incised landscape that is intimate, hidden and secretive away from the plateau tops. 

• Iconic wide, unspoilt and expansive panoramic views. 

• A landscape with a rich time depth and a wealth of historic features and cultural associations. 

• A breadth and depth of significant habitats, species and associated natural events. 

• An ancient and intricate network of winding lanes, paths and recreational routes. 

• Areas of high tranquillity, natural nightscapes, distinctive natural soundscapes and visible 
movement. 

• A variety in the setting to the AONB formed by the marine environment, Plymouth City, market 
and coastal towns, rural South Hams and southern Dartmoor. 

 

These attributes need to be nourished and preserved, in order that the qualities that make the AONB 

special continue into the future, but also to ensure that the area remains attractive to visitors and the 

tourist economy continues to flourish. 
 

3.4 A major tourist attraction of the Parish is the South West Coast Path, one of the most important 

long distance walking routes in the UK. The path in Kingswear Parish is challenging, and also varied – 

it leads into the village after running along the top of cliffs and plunging down to sea level and small 

beaches. It is characterised along its length by stunning views, and of course as the walker is 

continually moving into them, they are always present. 
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General Landscape and Biodiversity Design Guidelines 

1. The use of Landscape and Seascape Character Assessments and Historic Landscape and Seascape 

Characterisation will normally be required for any development outside settlements in the Parish 

so that planning decisions respect, maintain and where possible enhance the special qualities of 

the South Devon AONB. 

2. Development proposals should not cause a significant adverse visual impact on the Important 

Views identified in figures 4 and 8. Where appropriate, this should be demonstrated with a Visual 

Impact Assessment. Similar protection for existing skylines and ridges will be required, as the 

open and unspoilt rural vistas are a key feature of the AONB. 

3. Figure 4 identifies views taken from within the neighbourhood area, but views from the sea and 

the estuary beyond the neighbourhood area are also important attributes of the AONB, even if 

they cannot be considered here. They are seen by the many people sailing and travelling on the 

water, and water recreation and sports are a key attraction for visitors to Kingswear and the wider 

area. The impact on wider views into the Parish needs to be considered; any loss of woodland 

and tree cover would be particularly concerning as this is a key visual attribute of the Kingswear 

bank of the River Dart, as well as the more immediate setting of Kingswear village. 

4. Wildlife, ecology and the habitats of protected species are particularly important in the AONB, 

and protection and where possible the enhancement of these will be required for nationally 

designated sites and will be sought wherever possible for local wildlife sites. Generally 

development proposals should always consider how biodiversity can be improved as part of the 

development. 

5. The use of external lighting is discouraged in order to maintain the dark skies of the Parish and 

AONB and avoid adverse impact on wildlife. Where lighting is required for safety reasons, it should 

be a type recommended by the International Dark Skies Association (IDA www.darksky.org), of 

low wattage, positioned so that light pollution of the area is minimised and timed to shine only 

when needed. 
 

 

Figure3: Understanding Light Pollution – courtesy Conxcorp 

http://www.darksky.org/


April 2020 Kingswear Parish Character Assessment v6 10 
 

 
South West Coast Path by Coleton Fishacre 

 

Wooded valley (estuary creek) with fields rising in the distance to the coastal plateau 
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View of Kingswear from the Estuary 
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Key 
 

South West Coast Path (continuous views) Other Rights of Way 

Roads and tracks with vehicle access Network outside Parish 

Parish Boundary Outstanding views and viewpoints 

Figure 4: Outstanding Public Views – Kingswear Parish (see figure 8 for Kingswear village environs) 
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4. Kingswear – Estuary Fishing Village 

4.1 From its beginnings in medieval times, the village changed little until the coming of the railway in 

1864, when development spread out from the historic harbour. Victorian villas are numerous on the 

south-facing seaward slope. Facing the estuary, from the 20th century dwellings grew up along the 

lanes bordering the steep estuary slope and following the contours along them. Construction was 

more challenging but the form could comprise several storeys on a small footprint, taking full 

advantage of views from the site. 
 

1860 1907 1937 
 

Figure 5: Kingswear develops rapidly from the second half of the nineteenth century. 
 
 

Figure 6: Charcoal grounding of buildings in and around Kingswear Village in 2018 
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Figure 7: The built form of Kingswear wraps around the Estuary head 
 

 

4.2 Kingswear is a fine example of what the DLCA describes in the Dart Estuary Character Area as 

“Small historic villages cling to the steep slopes”. As the village increased in size, new buildings had 

to leave the flatter land by the harbour and fit into the steep slopes of the estuary edge. This has 

resulted in building that is more visible, buildings do not impede the view of other buildings behind 

them, because level differences mean they are also above them! Hence the typical appearance of the 

village clinging to a slope – all buildings visible, and in the Dart Estuary and Kingswear, nestled within 

a wooded slope. 
 

4.3 The visibility of each building increases the importance of development maintaining and 

enhancing the appearance of the village from more distant views and the water. The Neighbourhood 

Area and Parish includes the estuary waters at some points at least. The exact boundary can be hard 

to determine in places, but it would appear to run on the central line of the river at least in part. Also 

of vital importance to maintain the historic character of the village is the maintenance, and where 

possible enhancement, of the woodland setting of the village and the slopes it nestles among. 
 

4.4 Figure 8 shows the woodland setting of the village, and key mature tree groups within Kingswear. 

Protection of trees and vegetation within the settlement boundary, and new planting where possible, 

is crucial if the visual effect of a village nestling among wooded slopes is to be maintained, both within 

the village and for views from the water. The Parish of Kingswear extends to the middle of the estuary, 

as shown in Figure 4. 
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Figure 8: Wooded areas within and surrounding Kingswear and Important Views out. 
 
 

 
4.5 As for the rural parish, within Kingswear views out are an essential feature of the urban 

experience of the village. Mostly panoramic, but sometimes glimpsed between buildings from the 

lanes, they are frequent and exceptionally beautiful. 
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View of the estuary and Darmouth from the village (above) and glimpsed view (below) 
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4.6 The roads and lanes of Kingswear village, like the wider rural Parish, are generally narrow and 

without footways, as shown on figure 9 below. This means that shared surfaces are the norm, and 

where appropriate, traffic calming measures should be introduced to assist vulnerable road users 

without the use of road widening, kerbing and providing footways. At places stepped access is a 

historic feature that should be retained, although where possible access for the less mobile should 

also be provided. Lanes are frequently bounded by stone walls, often of considerable height and 

providing a hillside-retaining function as well as marking a boundary (figure 10). 

Stepped access in Kingswear with typical high stone wall 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Traffic-calming marked pavement (Luxulyan Cornwall) 
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Figure 9: The lanes of Kingswear and water features. 
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Figure 10: Landmarks, stone boundary walls and lighting in Kingswear 
 

4.7 The historic village and Victorian villas on the southern slopes are included in the Kingswear 

Conservation Area, where the LPA has a duty to conserve and enhance the character and appearance 

of the area. The Conservation Area Appraisal summarises what makes Kingswear special: Its position 

on a promontory at the estuary of the river Dart on the opposite site of the river to historic Dartmouth. 

The building up of the village in layers along roads following contours, with the presence of water 

surrounding the village giving light and air to most parts. A benign microclimate allows lush vegetation 

to grow, enhancing the contrast of the estuary with the plateau above. Within the Conservation Area 

development will be required to enhance these attributes and use traditional and typical materials 

and elevational detailing. 
 

4.8 Construction materials in Kingswear are predominantly slate roofs and rendered elevations, the 

latter often colourfully painted. While dwellings are generally no higher than two storeys, there is 

scope to build into the hillside and increase building height without causing adverse visual impact. 

The skyline from the water has been punctured by buildings, and there is a danger that the woodland 

frame could be lost if the skyline is not protected from further intrusion from buildings. 
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4.9 Landmark buildings in Kingswear are distinctively, almost startlingly different, and grouped 

around the area of the railway station and the lower ferry terminal. A feature of the built environment 

generally is a built form that is never uniform, with difference that makes each street distinctive and 

different. Thus to be a ‘landmark’ in Kingswear requires a visual impact much greater than a landmark 

in Hillhead for example, and only the Railway Hotel, the Church and Chapel are deemed to qualify. 
 

4.10 Other distinctive features of buildings in Kingswear are balconies (to fully benefit from the views) 

and chimneys. Extensive on-street parking detracts from the street scene in many locations, and 

some flat-roofed dormers are visually intrusive. Dormer windows and gables, and the roofscape 

generally are much more visible on this sloping site, and particular care needs to be taken on the 

appearance of the roof. Windows generally are regular and balanced in the front elevation of 

buildings. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Slate roofs are typical (left). 
 
 
 

Balcony, colourful render and high 

stone retaining wall (below). 
 

Credit: Both Google Maps 
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Kingswear Village rising up the steep side of Waterhead Creek. Use of colour on rendered elevations 

is widespread, as are slate roofs and a variety of storey heights that all allow views out from 

buildings behind and higher up the slope. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Buildings ‘layered’ down the 

slope (and slate roofs the norm) 
 

Credit:Google Maps 
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Kingswear Design Guidelines 

6. Existing trees, wooded areas and hedgerows should be retained in any development, and 

opportunities for new planting taken where possible. 
 

7. Development should not obscure existing Important Views within the village or significantly 

adversely impact on them. 
 

8. No development should adversely impact the skyline of Kingswear as viewed from the estuary. 
 

9. Roof materials will normally be expected to be slate, and features such as dormer windows and 

gables should be in scale with the overall roofscape. Due to the heightened visibility of roofscapes 

in Kingswear, flat roof construction will not normally be acceptable for dormer windows or 

extensions. 
 

10. Elevations should normally be rendered or of local stone. Large picture windows, or uneven 

fenestration is likely to result in an appearance not in keeping with the village. This is not intended 

however to rule out exceptional and innovative design at appropriate locations. 
 

11. Existing stone boundary walls should be maintained, and new boundary treatments and retaining 

walls should use natural stone and be constructed using traditional methods and materials, 

especially if installed at the boundary with the public highway. 
 

12. Any new street should be of a shared surface type and narrow in order to reflect the traditional 

form of streets and lanes in Kingswear. 
 

13. The height of new development should be in keeping with surrounding buildings, and the site 

gradient incorporated unobtrusively and imaginatively into the design. The views of existing 

dwellings should not be significantly obscured by new development as the existing form and 

gradient of the village allows all dwellings to have a view. 
 

14. Development within the Conservation Area or impacting on a listed building or building of local 

heritage interest will be required to reference and use the characteristics identified in the 

Conservation Area Appraisal. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Railway Hotel: landmark building 
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5. Hillhead – Recent Plateau Settlement 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 11: Surveyed features of Hillhead 
 

5.1 Hillhead is a more traditional suburban development, with one subtle landmark building; the 

cottages fronting Bridge Road built in a traditional style. Front garden areas are generally open to the 

street, with some dwellings having hedging, and soft landscaping being general between homes and 

the street. Dwellings are rarely higher than two storeys, and there is a mix of single and double storey 

development. Red/orange brick predominates as the elevation treatment, with some use of render, 

and roofs are generally of a fairly shallow pitch with grey concrete tiles. 
 

5.2 There are not many mature trees in gardens, and they are normally found towards the edge of 

the settlement. The open nature of the residential streets, and low level vegetation is nicely in 

keeping with the wider Open Coastal Plateau landscape type that Hillhead is set in. Most vehicles are 

parked off-highway on drives, preserving the open aspect of streets and allowing the landscaped front 

garden areas to frame streets and footways. The boundary of the Heritage Coast comes hard up to 
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Hillhead Design Guidelines 

15. No development should be more than 2 storeys high and elevational and roofing treatments 
should be in keeping with the surrounding built form. 

 

16. Additional dwellings will be expected to provide off-highway parking to Devon County Council 
standards and include a landscaped front garden area. 

 

17. Boundary treatments coinciding with the settlement boundary should normally be planted with 
native tree and hedgerow plants for screening in the wider rural landscape. 

the south and east boundary of the settlement, and on this boundary mature hedgerows and trees 

provide some screening of the settlement from the coastal paths. Thus Penhill Lane, being a 

traditional narrow lane and boundary to the settlement, is an exception to the general street form. It 

has more substantial hedge boundaries to the residential properties fronting it, and a mature 

hedgerow with trees on its southern edge and boundary with the Heritage Coast. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Traditional cottage design – a 

Hillhead landmark. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Penhill Lane – established hedgerow on edge of 

settlement (left); typical street with open aspect 

and low rise development (below). 
 



April 2020 Kingswear Parish Character Assessment v6 25 
 

References 

Devon Landscape Character Assessment (online) accessed March 2019: 

https://www.devon.gov.uk/planning/planning-policies/landscape/devon-character-areas/south- 

hams-area/dart-estuary 
 

AONB Management Plan 2019-2024 

AONB Planning Guidance v1 2017 

AONB: Understanding the Special Qualities of the South Devon AONB 1st draft Feb2019 

Plymouth and South Devon JLP Adopted 2019 

National Character Areas – Natural England 

Kingswear Parish Neighbourhood Plan 

Kingswear Conservation Area Appraisal South Hams District Council 2013 

https://www.devon.gov.uk/planning/planning-policies/landscape/devon-character-areas/south-hams-area/dart-estuary
https://www.devon.gov.uk/planning/planning-policies/landscape/devon-character-areas/south-hams-area/dart-estuary

