APPENDICES
Appendix 10.3 – A copy of the summary description of National Character Area Profile No.119 –
‘North Downs’ taken from the Natural England website
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As part of Natural England’s responsibilities as set out in the Natural Environment
White Paper1, Biodiversity 20202 and the European Landscape Convention3, we are
revising profiles for England’s 159 National Character Areas (NCAs). These are areas
that share similar landscape characteristics, and which follow natural lines in the
landscape rather than administrative boundaries, making them a good decisionmaking framework for the natural environment.
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NCA profiles are guidance documents which can help communities to inform their
decision-making about the places that they live in and care for. The information
they contain will support the planning of conservation initiatives at a landscape
scale, inform the delivery of Nature Improvement Areas and encourage broader
partnership working through Local Nature Partnerships. The profiles will also help
to inform choices about how land is managed and can change.

We would like to hear how useful the NCA profiles are to you. You can contact the
NCA team by emailing ncaprofiles@naturalengland.org.uk
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Each profile includes a description of the natural and cultural features that shape
our landscapes, how the landscape has changed over time, the current key
drivers for ongoing change, and a broad analysis of each area’s characteristics
and ecosystem services. Statements of Environmental Opportunity (SEOs) are
suggested, which draw on this integrated information. The SEOs offer guidance
on the critical issues, which could help to achieve sustainable growth and a more
secure environmental future.
NCA profiles are working documents which draw on current evidence and
knowledge. We will aim to refresh and update them periodically as new
information becomes available to us.
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The Natural Choice: Securing the Value of Nature, Defra
(2011; URL: www.official-documents.gov.uk/document/cm80/8082/8082.pdf)
2
Biodiversity 2020: A Strategy for England’s Wildlife and Ecosystem Services, Defra
(2011; URL: www.defra.gov.uk/publications/files/pb13583-biodiversity-strategy-2020-111111.pdf)
3
European Landscape Convention, Council of Europe
(2000; URL: http://conventions.coe.int/Treaty/en/Treaties/Html/176.htm)
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Summary
The North Downs National Character Area (NCA) forms a chain of chalk hills
extending from the Hog’s Back in Surrey and ending dramatically at the
internationally renowned White Cliffs of Dover. The settlement pattern is
characterised by traditional small, nucleated villages, scattered farms and
large houses with timber framing, flint walls and Wealden brick detailing.
Twisting sunken lanes, often aligned along ancient drove roads, cut across the
scarp and are a feature of much of the dip slope. The Kent Downs and Surrey
Hills Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty designations are testament to the
scenic qualities and natural beauty of the area.

The coast is of international significance with an SAC designation due to the
presence of rare maritime cliff communities found within the cliff face and
on cliff-tops. Two stretches of the coast are recognised as Heritage Coast:
South Foreland and Dover to Folkestone. An outstanding range of historical
and geological features are found along the coast, including Dover Castle
and the White Cliffs with their strong cultural associations. Other historical
features, including numerous Scheduled Ancient Monuments and buildings
dating from the medieval period, are scattered throughout.
National Character Area 119

Agriculture is an important component of the landscape, with variations
in soils supporting mixed farming practices where arable, livestock and
horticulture have co-existed for centuries. The woodlands, many of which
are ancient, are a prominent feature of the landscape, yet their ecological
value has suffered in recent years due to a reduction in active management,
particularly of mixed coppice, since the 1990s. Two Special Areas of
Conservation (SAC) are designated for their rare woodland compositions.
Chalk grassland is particularly notable, with seven SAC designated for chalk
grassland interest including outstanding assemblages of rare orchids. The
chalk downland habitats support rare species, including the late spider
orchid – wholly restricted to Kent – and the black-veined moth and straw
belle moth which are currently found only within the North Downs.
The North Downs are cut by the valleys of the Stour, Medway, Darent, Wey
and Mole with their associated wetland habitats. The chalk aquifer of the
North Downs is important for supplying water within Kent and to London.
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More urban-fringe influence and modern development is associated with
the land fringing Croydon, Purley and south London in the western part of
the downs, with Dorking, Redhill and Guildford located on the fringes of the
NCA. In the east, Dover is the main settlement, but the Medway towns of
Rochester and Chatham and the town of Folkestone also lie on the periphery
of the NCA. Other towns, including Maidstone, Ashford and Sevenoaks,
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and the city of Canterbury, although within adjacent NCAs, lie close to
the boundary. Views from the eastern scarp are dominated by generally
undeveloped landscapes much valued by visitors, with outstanding views
across the Vale of Holmesdale to the Weald and from many parts of the
downs to France. These views are affected to varying degrees by the Channel
Tunnel terminal development and the M25 and M20 corridors.
Development pressures and agricultural practices continue to be forces
for change throughout the NCA; high-quality and well managed green
infrastructure both within and surrounding the NCA could help to service
the demands of a growing population, a changing climate and increased
pressures on natural resources, including the chalk aquifer, critical for water
provision. Opportunities to create more robust and resilient ecological
networks across the agricultural landscape should be maximised, working
in partnership to secure positive environmental outcomes. The natural and
cultural assets of the NCA support food production, regulation of water and
soils, biodiversity, recreation, tranquillity, sense of place and sense of history.

Chalk grassland is an important component of the North Downs NCA supporting a
range of wildlife.
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Statements of Environmental Opportunity
 SEO 1: Manage, conserve and enhance the distinctive rural character and
historic environment of the North Downs, including the long-established
settlement pattern, ancient routeways and traditional buildings. Protect
the tranquillity of the landscape and sensitively manage, promote and
celebrate the area’s rich cultural and natural heritage, famous landmarks
and views for future generations.
 SEO 2: Protect, enhance and restore active management to the diverse
range of woodlands and trees of the North Downs, for their internationally
and nationally important habitats and species, cultural heritage and
recreational value and to help to deliver climate change mitigation and
adaptation. Seek opportunities to establish local markets for timber
and biomass to support the active management of local woods, while
recognising their contribution to sense of place, sense of history and
tranquillity.
 SEO 3: Manage and enhance the productive mixed farming landscape of
the North Downs and the mosaic of semi-natural habitats including the
internationally important chalk grassland. Promote sustainable agricultural
practices to benefit soils, water resources, climate regulation, biodiversity,
geodiversity and landscape character while maintaining food provision.
 SEO 4: Plan to deliver integrated, well-managed multi-functional green
space in existing and developing urban areas, providing social, economic
and environmental benefits and reinforcing landscape character and
local distinctiveness, particularly on or alongside the boundaries of the
designated landscapes within the North Downs.

Children enjoy the extensive views from Wye NNR across adjoining NCAs. The NCA
offers opportunities for access and education.
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Description
Physical and functional links to other National
Character Areas
The North Downs National Character Area (NCA) borders the Wealden Greensand
NCA to the south, while to the north it borders the Thames Basin Lowlands NCA
between Farnham and Purley, and the North Kent Plain NCA in west, mid and
east Kent. The scarp forms a defining feature along the length of the NCA and
panoramic views provide links with adjoining NCAs and beyond. Views across
London, the Thames Estuary and to the south help provide the context and
setting of this NCA.

The catchments of the rivers Wey, Mole and Darent drain through valleys
dissecting the downs from the Wealden Greensand in the south to the Thames
in the north, while further east the River Medway runs north to the Thames
Estuary and the Stour runs north-east to the Kent coastline. Flooding is an issue
along localised stretches of the rivers and activities within the NCA may have the
potential to exacerbate or alleviate downstream flooding in adjacent NCAs. The
chalk bedrock supports a principal aquifer which supplies water to both London
and Kent. Spring flow from the Chalk is an important feed for the internationally
designated habitats of the north Kent marshes and the Thames Estuary.
Coastal processes link NCAs and the construction of harbours at Dover and
Folkestone has prevented any continuing sediment transport around South
Foreland, but there is a moderate northwards movement of shingle into the
North Kent Plain NCA coast. The role of this sediment supply in the development
and denudation of beaches has a critical influence on the rate of coastal erosion.
The proximity of this NCA to mainland Europe is notable, with the significant
activity at the Port of Dover allowing for the passage of goods and people
between England and the rest of Europe.
The M20 runs from Folkestone and Ashford along the southern boundary of
the NCA until it cuts across to London. The M2/A2 skirts the northern boundary,
connecting Dover and Canterbury to Chatham and south and east London.
High Speed 1 (the Channel Tunnel Rail Link) has reduced the travel time by rail
between Dover and London.

The steep scarp slope provides extensive views over adjacent NCAs as shown here in Surrey.
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Key characteristics
¯ Cretaceous Chalk forms the backbone of the North Downs. A distinctive
chalk downland ridge rises up from the surrounding land, with a steep
scarp slope to the south providing extensive views across Kent, Surrey
and Sussex and across the Channel seascape to France.
¯ The broad dip slope gradually drops towards the Thames and the English
Channel, affording extensive views across London and the Thames
Estuary. The carved topography provides a series of dry valleys, ridges
and plateaux.

¯ The south-facing scarp is incised by a number of short, bowl-shaped
dry valleys, cut by periglacial streams and often referred to as
combes. The undulating topography of the dip slope has also been
etched by streams and rivers, today forming dry valleys, some of
which carry winterbournes that occasionally flow in the dip slope,
depending on the level of the chalk aquifer.

¯ Chalk soils are predominant across the NCA but the upper part of the dip
slope is capped by extensive clay-with-flint deposits. Patches of clay and
sandy soils also occur with coombe deposits common in dry valleys.
¯ The North Downs end at the dramatic White Cliffs of Dover, one of the
country’s most distinctive and famous landmarks. Most of the coast
between Kingsdown and Folkestone is unprotected, allowing for natural
processes. The cliffs are home to internationally important maritime
cliff-top and cliff-ledge vegetation.
¯ The area is cut by the deep valleys of the Stour, Medway, Darent, Wey
and Mole. The river valleys cut through the chalk ridge, providing
distinctive local landscapes which contrast with the steep scarp slope.

The fertile and lighter soils of the footslopes and valley bottoms support
arable farming.
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Key characteristics continued
¯ The footslope of the escarpment supports arable cropping, the
dominant land use within the NCA. In the east, the richer, loamy soils of
the lower dip slope support large tracts of mixed arable and horticultural
production.

¯ Ancient paths, drove roads and trackways, often sunken, cross the
landscape and are a distinctive feature of the dip slope. Defensive
structures such as castles, hill forts and Second World War installations,
and historic parks, buildings and monuments are found throughout.

¯ Woodland is found primarily on the steeper slopes of the scarp, valley
sides and areas of the dip slope capped with clay-with-flints. Wellwooded hedgerows and shaws are an important component of the field
boundaries, contributing to a strongly wooded character. Much of the
woodland is ancient.

¯ Small, nucleated villages and scattered farmsteads including oasts and
barns form the settlement pattern, with local flint, chalk and Wealden
brick the vernacular materials.
¯ In the western part of the area, around and to the west of Sevenoaks
and into Surrey, there is increased urban development.

¯ Tracts of species-rich chalk grassland and patches of chalk heath are
important downland habitats and of international importance.

8

National Character
Area profile:

119. North Downs
Supporting documents
Introduction & Summary

Description

Opportunities

Key facts
and data

Landscape
change

Analysis

The North Downs today
The ridge of chalk hills forming the North Downs is a distinctive landform
within southern England, familiarly encountered as the steep-sided southfacing escarpment which forms a backdrop to the flatter land to the south.
This dramatic feature, a sweeping arc of hills from the White Cliffs of Dover in
the east through to the heartlands of Surrey in the west, affords expansive
views which are a typical feature of some of the area’s renowned beauty
spots. Perhaps less well known is the dip slope of secluded country
extending northwards from the escarpment, a country of undulating ridges,
hidden dry valleys, wooded plateaux and small fields connected by
hedgerows, shaws, sunken trackways and copses. The scenic beauty and
special qualities of the landscape are recognised in the designation of 57
per cent of the area as Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB): the Kent
Downs AONB to the east and the Surrey Hills AONB to the west.
The mix of light, workable chalky soils on the valley sides and heavy clay soils
on the plateau country, mantled in places by sands and gravels, has led to
a long history of mixed farming practices which have co-existed for centuries.
The fertile footslope of the escarpment supports arable cropping where
larger field sizes and fertile chalk loams favour cereals and oilseeds. In the
east, the richer, loamy soils of the lower dip slope support tracts of mixed
arable and horticultural production with orchards and occasional hop
gardens. Permanent grassland is typical of the steep scarp, valley sides and
less productive land.
Rare orchids are a feature of the chalk downland habitats of the NCA including the lady
orchid shown here.
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Woodland is a dominant feature of the landscape and covers much of the dip
slope country. Variations in woodland composition indicate contrasting soils,
with oak and ash typical of the upper part of the dip slope, capped with claywith-flints soils. Beech, ash, yew, hornbeam and maple cover the numerous
dry chalk valleys, linked to shaws and thick hedgerows which surround
fields, emphasising the strongly wooded character. However, a dominant
characteristic of the downland woodland is sweet chestnut which has been
managed for centuries as coppice. While sweet chestnut is not native, it is
regarded as naturalised as it was first introduced in Roman times and was
planted extensively in the early 19th century. The Kent Downs are one of the
last bastions of active coppice management in England and it is this regime
which has maintained a diversity of habitats within the woods, benefiting
native woodland flora and fauna. The upper scarp slopes are also often
wooded and extensive areas of the scarp in Surrey and western Kent are
distinguished by dark green yew and box woodland.

Opportunities

Key facts
and data

Landscape
change

Analysis

downs, in summer the meadows are spectacular, supporting a profusion of
wildflowers. The patchwork of smaller downland banks, unimproved hay
meadows, pockets of heath and acid grassland, flower-rich roadside verges,
uncultivated field corners and chalk pits are well-loved features of the
downland landscape and are part of a complex habitat mosaic.

Nearly half of the woodlands are ancient and many are designated for their
biodiversity value. Mole Gap to Reigate Escarpment Special Area of Conservation
(SAC) supports the only area of stable box scrub in the United Kingdom. The North
Downs Woodlands SAC consists of internationally important mature beech woods
and in particular ancient yew woodland. The woodlands of the NCA are important
for recreation and accessible natural green space.
Chalk grassland is often found in fragmented tracts across dry valley sides
and the escarpment. Seven SACs are designated for their chalk grassland
interest with many rare orchids found among other species typical of
calcareous grasslands, including the rare straw belle moth. Wye and Crundale
Downs SAC and National Nature Reserve and Folkestone Downs support some
of the largest colonies in the UK of late spider orchid. Like other sites in the

Patchwork field pattern. Well wooded hedgerows and shaws are an important component of
the field boundaries.
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Rivers supporting a variety of freshwater fish cut through the chalk ridge,
creating locally distinctive valleys with important associated wetland habitats.
Many invertebrates, mammals and birds, including lapwing and snipe, are
drawn to the river corridors, a source of water in an otherwise dry chalk
landscape. They also provide for recreation and access.
The famous White Cliffs, a landmark of the NCA, frame a hinterland of country
dominated largely by open farmland interspersed with small villages and, in
the Dour Valley, the town of Dover. The NCA is of international significance
for coastal geodiversity. At Folkestone Warren, a series of landslips where
the chalk has slumped over the underlying Gault Clay has given rise to a
succession of steep broken slopes; these have been extensively studied and
help us to understand similar landslips around the world. In addition, the cliffs
support and are topped by important habitats, while the ledges attract various
and numerous cliff-nesting birds. The stretch of coast from Dover to
Kingsdown Cliffs is internationally protected as an SAC due to the presence of
rare maritime cliff communities found within the cliff face and on cliff-tops.
South Foreland and Dover to Folkestone are recognised as Heritage Coasts – an
indication of the beauty of this undeveloped stretch of coastline and the rich
cultural and historical significance of the cliffs.
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Modern development is associated with the land fringing Guildford, Croydon
and south London in the western part of the NCA; in the east, most notably
with Dover and Folkestone (for example at Hawkinge); and with the larger
towns in adjoining NCAs. However, the imposing landform of the North Downs
has confined major transport links to its edges and along the river valleys,
which gives much of the NCA an often remote and tranquil atmosphere,
offering dark night skies in places – a rare find in the much developed southeast of England.

Twisting sunken lanes overhung by yew, wayfaring tree and whitebeam cut across
the scarp and are a strong feature of the dip slope. The traditional settlement
pattern is characterised by small, nucleated villages and scattered farmsteads, with
oasts, barns and large houses scattered throughout. Local materials used for
buildings include flint, chalk ragstone, Wealden bricks and timber.
The woodlands of the NCA, many of which are ancient are an important resource.
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The landscape through time
The geology of the North Downs is the result of erosion and deposition over
millions of years. It is dominated by the Cretaceous Chalk which was laid down
on the floor of a tropical sea that covered much of Europe (from about 98 to 65
million years ago). The Chalk is a rich source of marine fossils which provide
evidence for an understanding of the Cretaceous environment and link Chalk
sequences across Britain and the rest of Europe. The Alpine mountain building
phase (starting about 50 million years ago) raised and folded the chalk, creating
the distinctive anticline of the Weald; the northward-dipping North Downs
chalk escarpment today forms the northern edge of this Wealden anticline.

Dover Castle at the eastern end of the NCA with unimproved chalk grassland in the
foreground.
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Over the last 2 million years the landscape of Northern Europe has been
affected by the advance and retreat of ice (known as the ice ages). The North
Downs was never covered by ice, but its landscape was affected by extreme
tundra-like conditions during the cold phases of the Quaternary Period. This
has left a network of dry valleys dissecting the chalk escarpment, valley floors
filled with sediments (known as coombe rock) gradually transported down
slope and river terrace gravels and sands reflecting the changing course and
evolution of the river system draining into the Thames and the Weald.
The landscape of the North Downs bears testament to a deeply rooted
interaction of people with the area’s soils, topography and terrain, all of
which have presented greater challenges to arable farming than the other
downland areas of southern England. Large areas of clay-with-flints supported
woodland areas. Consequently, a smaller proportion of the higher downs were
converted to arable than in most other downland areas – except in the richer
East Kent Downs. In contrast to other chalk downland areas, extensive
sheepwalks are also a comparatively rare feature of the North Downs, due to
the clay and woods, and tend to occur in smaller pockets on the edge of the
scarp and the scarp face.
Early occupation of the downland region was concentrated in the river valleys
and footslope of the escarpment where soils are more fertile and easily
worked. Evidence of early occupation includes megaliths on the lower scarp in
western Kent and Roman sites along the Darent. Origins of the modern-day
settlement pattern of villages, hamlets and associated field patterns can be
traced to the Anglo-Saxon period when more extensive irregular, piecemeal
clearance of woodland took place as population levels gradually increased.
Much of the distinctive road pattern and ancient routes of the downs date
from this time. The downland region provided areas of temporary summer
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pasture for Anglo-Saxon estates aligned across the downs and extending into
the Weald. As settlements developed, many of these pastures came to be used
as areas of rough grazing, shared by surrounding settlements in the form of
commons and ‘minnis’. Often situated on the clay and acidic soils of the higher
plateau of the downs, these areas supported trees, shrubs and plants
characteristic of heathland such as gorse and bracken. Piecemeal enclosure
and succession to woodland have reduced this once widespread habitat to
just a few sites. Stelling Minnis Common in the east Kent Downs remains as
one of the few surviving areas.
The medieval period witnessed large areas of pasture and woodland converted
to arable, as population increased further and marginal areas were exploited.
The agricultural revolution in the 18th and 19th centuries resulted in
widespread cultivation of lower slopes for arable crops and horticultural
production. This continued during the Second World War and, as arable
farming increased, so the areas of unimproved chalk downland decreased,
either directly lost to the plough or gradually scrubbed over as livestock
numbers declined. Evolution of the landscape in broader terms has been
characterised by these successive cycles of reclamation and abandonment of
woodland, pasture and arable as population and agricultural pressures have
ebbed and flowed over the centuries. In the last 50 years, market conditions
have resulted in the dramatic reduction in the area of orchards in the Kent part
of the NCA and also a decline in hop production. These land uses now remain
only in isolated patches.
Woodland has always been a dominant feature of the landscape and
woodland products have been used through the centuries for building
materials and fuel. The composition of many traditional coppice woodlands
has been modified over time to include species such as sweet chestnut and,
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more recently, conifers. As markets for local woodland products decreased, so
too did woodland management and many areas have been neglected. The
great storm of 1987 caused damage to the area’s woodland resource,
particularly on the exposed scarp. Today, the woodlands of the NCA are again
starting to be managed for both biomass and timber products but there is still
much potential to be realised, depending on market conditions.
Chalk has been dug out of the downs for at least 2,000 years, principally to
‘sweeten’ clay lands, making them easier to plough. For centuries chalk was dug
locally from small quarries, pits and shafts (deneholes) scattered throughout
the downland countryside. As chalk and lime came to be replaced by widely
available fertiliser and lime products, the use of chalk pits rapidly declined.
Today the hundreds of long-abandoned chalk pits, while overgrown and
often hidden from view, remain a widespread feature of the landscape. The
Industrial Revolution witnessed rapid expansion in ‘industrial’ chalk quarrying,
mainly for cement and related materials. This scale of chalk quarrying in the
Medway Gap has left a more lasting impact on the landscape, as has the Kent
coalfield, a concealed coalfield at the eastern end of the NCA, which operated
during a short but important period of coal mining, with the last collieries
closing in the mid-1980s.
The close proximity to mainland Europe of the bastion-like cliffs results in the
coastline having a defensive nature, both physically and perceptually. This is
most dramatically in evidence at Dover Castle with its fortifications and the
Second World War anti-invasion defences and radar sites around it. Traditional
parklands are also a feature, the wooded landscape providing the perfect
setting for parkland, from functional and productive medieval parks to the
designed parklands of the 18th and 19th centuries. The North Downs Way,
following ancient paths along the ridge, is today a popular National Trail. It
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follows part of the Pilgrims’ Way, thought to be an important iron-age trading
route. There is a widely held belief that this route was used by pilgrims
travelling from Winchester to Canterbury Cathedral to pray at the shrine of
Thomas Becket.
At the coast, following a major landslip in 1915, the frontage of Folkestone
Warren was protected by a complex of coastal defences. More recent
infrastructure and housing developments have also led to protection at St
Margaret’s Bay and Dover, in contrast to much of the unprotected cliffs. In
1997, Samphire Hoe, comprising 30 ha of new land, was completed at the base
of Shakespeare Cliff using the spoil from the Channel Tunnel works.
The scenic beauty and special qualities of the North Downs landscape were
recognised with the Surrey Hills AONB designation in 1958 and the Kent Downs
AONB designation which followed in 1968.
Recent decades have witnessed mixed fortunes for different aspects of the
NCA’s character. Research has suggested that between 1990 and 1998, while
changes in woodlands and semi-natural habitats were largely consistent with
its character, changes in settlement that were inconsistent were shown to be
more widespread. This is likely to reflect its close proximity to London, to the
M25 and M20 corridors and to major towns where associated development
pressure is high and has had an influence on the NCA. This is particularly
notable in Surrey and the West Kent Downs.
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Ecosystem services
The North Downs NCA provides a wide range of benefits to society. Each is
derived from the attributes and processes (both natural and cultural features)
within the area. These benefits are known collectively as ‘ecosystem services’.
The predominant services are summarised below. Further information on
ecosystem services provided in the North Downs NCA is contained in the
‘Analysis’ section of this document.
Provisioning services (food, fibre and water supply)
¯ Food provision: The NCA is a significant producer of beef, lamb, wheat
and oilseed and also retains over 1,000 ha under fruit; the majority of
orchard crops are now grown from dwarf varieties rather than traditional
standard trees. More recently, there has been an increase in novel crops,
for example viticulture.
¯ Timber provision: The existing resource provides good opportunities for
timber production with over 25,000 ha of woodlands covering 19 per cent
of the NCA. A significant unused or underutilised resource is the large
areas of sweet chestnut coppice in the Kent part of this NCA.
¯ Biomass energy: A very considerable potential biomass resource resides in the
area covered by woodlands that are largely unmanaged and could be brought
back under management. This includes the areas of derelict sweet chestnut
coppice and areas of ancient woodland that were traditionally managed under
a coppice regime.
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¯ Water availability: The chalk bedrock is a principal aquifer. In Kent, 73 per
cent of public water is taken from groundwater, although this figure is likely
to be even higher for the North Downs area, most notably from the chalk
aquifer underlying this NCA4. All of this aquifer is already considered to be
of poor quantitative status5. The abstraction pressure on water supplies is
considered by the Environment Agency to pose a risk to seasonal low river
flows in much of the area, including the Darent and Middle Stour. Due to the
underlying geology the area is cut by relatively few rivers (the Great Stour in
the east, Medway and Darent in the centre and Mole and Wey in the west).
Watercourses also flow seasonally as winterbournes.
Regulating services (water purification, air quality maintenance and
climate regulation)
¯ Climate regulation: The woodlands and soils of the NCA are important
stores of atmospheric carbon, as to a limited extent are the valley
wetlands and areas of remnant heath6. The woodland resource is
particularly important for climate regulation in terms of adaptation
and mitigation. Given the extent of arable farming, low carbon arable
production could also be important throughout the NCA.
¯ Regulating soil erosion: The majority of soils within the area are shallow
chalky or deeper loamy soils prone to erosion, particularly on the steeper
slopes. Given the extent of cultivated land, this is an important service,
having knock-on effects; for example, soil erosion from slopes within river
catchments contributes to deterioration in the water quality of the area’s
rivers, including the Defra priority catchment of the Great Stour.
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¯ Regulating water quality: In the Water Framework Directive’s first river
basin management plan classification, most of the stretches of the rivers
which fall within the NCA are considered to be of moderate ecological
status and potential. The Great Stour, a Defra priority catchment, is of poor
ecological status. The chemical status of rivers is variable, with the Medway
and Wey both failing on chemical quality but the Stour, Mole and Darent
achieving good chemical status7. At both the eastern and western ends
and in the central portion, the groundwater quality is classified as poor.
However, between Westhumble and Biggin Hill and between Bredhurst
and Challock, groundwater quality is classified as good. There is potential
to improve both the surface and groundwater status of the NCA.
¯ Regulating water flow: Flooding is a localised issue along stretches of the NCA’s
rivers, in particular the River Medway in the east, with recent flooding affecting
both Maidstone and Chatham8 (through a combination of surface water, fluvial
and tidal flooding), and the River Wey in the west, with a history of significant
flooding affecting Guildford9. Flooding of the Stour affects Canterbury to the
north of the NCA. Potential exists to increase the storage of water along the
flood plain of the Stour within the NCA itself to help to alleviate downstream
flooding as well as to enhance the important wetland environment. This also
applies along the Darent, while flooding on the River Mole can be alleviated by
maintaining the existing capacity of the river and flood plain10.
The State of Water in Kent, Environment Agency (2012) 5 Annex A, Current State of Waters, Thames
and South East River Basin Management Plans 6 Carbon storage by habitat: Review of the evidence
of the impacts of management decisions and condition of carbon stores and sources, Natural
England (2012) 7 Annex A, Current State of Waters, Thames and South East River Basin Management
Plans 8 Medway Strategic Flood Risk Assessment, Medway Council (2006) 9 Environment Agency
Flood Risk Map 10 Stour, North Kent Rivers and Thames Catchment Flood Management Plans,
Environment Agency (December 2009)
4
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¯ Regulating coastal flooding and erosion: The coastline between Folkestone
and Deal is relatively high and as a result inundation is not a significant issue,
but more relevant are coastal erosion and rate of erosion, which could lead to
the loss of cliff-top habitats. The Shoreline Management Plans have proposed
policies of ‘No Active Intervention’ where possible to allow for natural
regeneration of the cliffs and thus maintenance of the geological and wildlife
interest. Maintenance of existing flood defences is identified around areas of
important development, such as Dover’s Channel Tunnel infrastructure and
Deal in the north11.

¯ Sense of history: The NCA has a strong sense of history from Neolithic
monuments, bronze-age barrows, iron-age hill forts, Roman villas and
towns, ancient routeways, medieval villages, and post-medieval stately
homes with their associated parks and gardens. Historic defence structures
span from Norman times to the 20th century and today the White Cliffs of
Dover and Dover Castle are still perceived to have strong associations with
military history. Equally, the geology of the chalk cliffs provides a sense of
the Earth’s history – the laying down of the bedrock and the movement of
land masses.

Cultural services (inspiration, education and wellbeing)
¯ Sense of place/inspiration: The North Downs have been a source of
inspiration throughout the centuries. The dramatic landscape which
terminates at the famous White Cliffs of Dover is much cherished and the
two AONB designations and the Heritage Coastline are a testament to the
natural beauty afforded by this predominantly chalk landscape. The NCA
has inspired the life and work of various famous individuals including
Charles Darwin, Winston Churchill, Samuel Palmer, Henry Moore and Jane
Austen. The image and perception of the White Cliffs of Dover make them
an iconic feature and they have close associations with our military history,
representing strength and defence. It is not only the more obvious dramatic
features of the scarp and cliffs that provide a sense of place, but also the
intricate mosaic of habitats, sunken lanes and droves, parklands and other
historic features and buildings which overlay the underlying geology,
together making this NCA both unique and inspiring.

¯ Tranquillity: The landscape is highly developed along its boundaries and
therefore can lack a sense of remoteness, but the areas of extensive woodland
cover and farmland offer tranquillity and calm even where development is
present. According to the Campaign to Protect Rural England Intrusion Map
(2007), 11 per cent of this NCA is developed, 60 per cent disturbed and 29 per
cent undisturbed.

11

¯ Recreation: The landscape offers significant opportunities for leisure and
recreation with good access for walking and gentle heights and upland
areas. It is traversed by both the North Downs Way National Trail, largely
following the chalk scarp, and the Pilgrims’ Way long-distance route. This
is supported by a relatively dense rights of way network, particularly
within the two AONB, as well as more than 3,500 ha of open access land,
accessible parkland, country parks and National Nature Reserves. This is
of particular importance given the proximity of the North Downs to large
centres of population. These recreational opportunities offer benefits to
physical and mental health and to local economies.

Shoreline Management Plans, Isle of Grain to South Foreland and South Foreland to Beachy Head)
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¯ Biodiversity: The NCA includes a range of priority habitats including
lowland mixed deciduous woodland, lowland calcareous grassland,
lowland beech and yew woodland, and lowland heathland. Much of
the woodland is ancient. These provide a genetic resource, comprising
nine SAC covering over 1,500 ha, with a significant proportion relating to
calcareous grassland, and 51 Sites of Special Scientific Interest, covering
over 5000 ha. The NCA is renowned as the home of some of the richest
chalk grassland plant communities within the British Isles; the influence of
a continental climate provides the conditions for a range of flora and fauna
on the edge of the northern and western ranges, including the lady orchid
and late spider orchid, which have their stronghold in this NCA.
¯ Geodiversity: The White Cliffs of Dover are one of England's most
distinctive landmarks and an area of international importance. The
Chalk exposed along this coast is critical to our understanding of Chalk
sequences across Europe and understanding the landslips at Folkestone
Warren helps us understand how similar landslips work around the world.
Inland the mix of disused chalk quarries and pits provide critical evidence
of our geological past. Many are now identified as geological SSSI and Local
Geological Sites, for example Britain's most prolific source of Chalk (Upper
Cretaceous) marine vertebrates including fish, turtles, marine lizards,
pliosaurs and plesiosaurs come from chalk pits near Bulham. Similarly, the
network of dry valleys and features such as the Devil’s Kneading Trough
and their associated sediments are critical in interpreting the more recent
environmental changes of the Quaternary Period.

The White Cliffs of Dover - an internationally important stretch of coastline.
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As part of Natural England’s responsibilities as set out in the Natural Environment
White Paper1, Biodiversity 20202 and the European Landscape Convention3, we
are revising profiles for England’s 159 National Character Areas (NCAs). These are
areas that share similar landscape characteristics, and which follow natural lines
in the landscape rather than administrative boundaries, making them a good
decision-making framework for the natural environment.
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NCA profiles are guidance documents which can help communities to inform their
decision-making about the places that they live in and care for. The information
they contain will support the planning of conservation initiatives at a landscape
scale, inform the delivery of Nature Improvement Areas and encourage broader
partnership working through Local Nature Partnerships. The profiles will also help
to inform choices about how land is managed and can change.

We would like to hear how useful the NCA profiles are to you. You can contact the
NCA team by emailing ncaprofiles@naturalengland.org.uk
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Each profile includes a description of the natural and cultural features that shape
our landscapes, how the landscape has changed over time, the current key
drivers for ongoing change, and a broad analysis of each area’s characteristics
and ecosystem services. Statements of Environmental Opportunity (SEOs) are
suggested, which draw on this integrated information. The SEOs offer guidance
on the critical issues, which could help to achieve sustainable growth and a more
secure environmental future.
NCA profiles are working documents which draw on current evidence and
knowledge. We will aim to refresh and update them periodically as new
information becomes available to us.
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The Natural Choice: Securing the Value of Nature, Defra
(2011; URL: www.official-documents.gov.uk/document/cm80/8082/8082.pdf)
2
Biodiversity 2020: A Strategy for England’s Wildlife and Ecosystem Services, Defra
(2011; URL: www.defra.gov.uk/publications/files/pb13583-biodiversity-strategy-2020-111111.pdf)
3
European Landscape Convention, Council of Europe
(2000; URL: http://conventions.coe.int/Treaty/en/Treaties/Html/176.htm)
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Summary
The North Kent Plain National Character Area (NCA) is the strip of land between
the Thames Estuary to the north and the chalk of the Kent Downs to the south.
The area is open, low and gently undulating. It is a very productive agricultural
area with predominantly high-quality, fertile loam soils characterised by arable
use. Traditional orchards, soft fruits and other horticultural crops exist in central
and eastern areas giving rise to the use of the title ‘Garden of England’. There is
an extensive area of ancient woodland around Blean, plus significant ancient
woodlands further west. However, it is generally an open landscape: characteristic
shelterbelts occur within the fruit-growing areas, but the agricultural land is mostly
devoid of hedgerows.

A small proportion of the area (2.4 per cent) falls within the Kent Downs Area of
Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB). International and European designated sites
are associated in the main with coastal habitats, with four Special Protection
Areas (SPAs), two Special Areas of Conservation (SACs) and four Ramsar sites
identified along the coast, falling either wholly or partially within the NCA. There
are three inland sites: Stodmarsh SAC, SPA and Ramsar; Blean Woods SAC; and
Queendown Warren SAC. The River Stour is the main catchment in the NCA, with
its tributaries and associated wetlands being an important feature in the east.
The Medway dissects the NCA in the west, dominated by the urban conurbations
of Chatham and Gillingham, with its strong historic military associations.

The NCA meets the sea between Whitstable and Deal, changing from a northfacing to an east- or south-facing shore. There is a great diversity of coastal habitats,
including chalk cliffs around Thanet, and soft cliffs between Herne Bay and
Reculver – and also at Pegwell Bay. There are also areas of intertidal sand and mud,
salt marshes (especially at Pegwell Bay), sand dunes (notably Sandwich Bay), shingle
beaches (at Minnis Bay and near Deal), brackish lagoons and maritime grasslands
on cliff-tops and sea walls.

This NCA is important for food production and associated services (such as soil
and water regulation and management) that help to protect the area’s natural
assets. In addition, flood protection is an important consideration along the
rivers and coastline. The NCA has significant opportunities for tourism and
recreation. Green infrastructure opportunities are important for securing
benefits to local communities, especially through the provision of accessible
natural green space in urban areas. Development pressures (and the associated
infrastructure) are likely to present significant challenges as the area responds
to an increasing population and the demands of economic development and a
changing climate. In response to these challenges,
it will be important to maximise the opportunities
for society and the natural environment in a
balanced and co-ordinated manner.

The area has a strong urban influence, with several built-up areas, including coastal
towns and these occupy a substantial part of the area with significant development
around London and the Medway towns, which has a strong influence in the
west of the NCA. Canterbury is world-renowned, and was designated as a World
Heritage Site in 1988. The Site includes Canterbury Cathedral and Precincts, St
Augustine’s Abbey and St Martin’s church. These are all considered milestones in
the religious history of England, and are also architecturally significant4.
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Canterbury World Heritage Site, Statement of Outstanding Universal Value (SOUV), English Heritage
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Statements of Environmental Opportunity:
 SEO 1: Maintain the historic character and long tradition of a farmed landscape,
creating habitats to establish more resilient and coherent ecological networks
within the farmed and peri-urban areas, benefitting biodiversity and
geodiversity, and helping to regulate water and soil quality. Protect traditional
practices including the longstanding associations of the fruit belt, maintaining a
strong sense of place and reinforcing Kent’s reputation as the Garden of England.
 SEO 2: Plan for and manage the effects of coastal change, by allowing the
operation of natural coastal processes and improving the sustainability of
current management practices, to maintain and enhance the local landscape
character and the area’s biodiversity assets. This can lead to habitat creation,
flood-risk reduction to built-up areas, and opportunities for recreational activity.
 SEO 3: Protect the distinct wooded areas of the landscape, particularly through
the management of nationally important, ancient semi-natural woodlands,
increasing the area of broadleaved woodland where appropriate, while
increasing the connectivity of the mosaic of associated habitats notably wooded
heath and semi-improved grassland while enhancing the recreational resource.
 SEO 4: Protect and enhance the strong character and heritage of the urban areas.
Plan for the creation of significant new areas of green space and green corridors
to provide a framework for new and existing development in urban areas and
along major transport routes.

Blean Woods is one of the few areas in Britain that supports the heath fritillary butterfly.
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Physical and functional links to other National
Character Areas
The North Downs are to the south of this National Character Area (NCA) and
form a distinctive backdrop, with the boundary delineated between the
Chalk and the Eocene deposits (although some Chalk also outcrops at Thanet).
The underlying Chalk aquifer (an important source of groundwater abstraction)
creates a functional link to surrounding NCAs. To the north is the alluvial
Greater Thames Estuary. The area’s western boundary is defined by Inner
London and the Thames Basin Lowlands.
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The North Kent Plain NCA is an important transport corridor, with major rail
and road links connecting Kent’s coastal towns with London. These (and the
area’s proximity to the capital) have resulted in numerous economic, cultural
and functional links with the City of London.

Distinct areas
 Thanet

The River Darent drains from springs in the Wealden Greensand through the
North Downs, and then runs through the western part of the NCA and north
into the Thames. The Medway and Stour rivers drain north through the North
Downs into the NCA, the Medway running north into the sea via the Greater
Thames Estuary and the Stour flowing east directly into the North Sea.
Coastal processes of sedimentation and erosion provide a functional link
between this NCA and, for example, the Greater Thames Estuary NCA to
the west and the North Downs NCA to the south: as such, management
of the coastal frontages cannot be considered in isolation. There are
differences in the coastal processes on either side of the North Foreland: the
moderately strong tidal streams ensure that the sand deposits are quite mobile.
Chalk cliffs at Pegwell Bay are of geological and biodiversity interest. The diverse
coastline in this NCA provides good recreational opportunities.
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Key characteristics
¯ An open, low and gently undulating landscape, characterised by highquality, fertile, loamy soils dominated by agricultural land uses.
¯ The area’s geology is dominated by Palaeogene clays and sands,
underlain by the Chalk.
¯ Geologically a chalk outlier – and historically an island separated from
the mainland by a sea channel – Thanet forms a discrete and distinct
area that is characterised by its unity of land use, arising from the highquality fertile soils developed in thin drift deposits over chalk.
¯ A diverse coastline (both in nature and orientation), made up of cliffs,
intertidal sand and mud, salt marshes, sand dunes and shingle beaches.
Much of the coastal hinterland has been built on, and the coast itself has
been modified through the construction of sea walls, harbours and piers.
¯ Large arable/horticultural fields with regular patterns and rectangular
shapes predominating, and a sparse hedgerow pattern.
¯ Orchards and horticultural crops characterise central and eastern areas,
and are often enclosed by poplar or alder shelterbelts and scattered
small woodlands.

¯ Woodland occurs on the higher ground around Blean and in
smaller blocks to the west, much of it ancient and of high nature
conservation interest.
¯ The Stour and its tributaries are important features of the eastern part
of the NCA, draining eastwards into the North Sea, with associated
wetland habitats including areas of grazing marsh, reedbeds, lagoons
and gravel pits. The River Medway cuts through the NCA as it flows
into the Thames Estuary.
¯ Other semi-natural habitats include fragments of neutral,
calcareous and acid grassland, and also heathland.
¯ The area has rich evidence of human activity from the Palaeolithic
period. Key heritage assets include Roman sites at Canterbury,
Reculver and Richborough; the Historic Dockyard at Chatham;
military remains along the coast; and historic parks and buildings.
¯ Large settlements and urban infrastructure (including lines of
pylons) are often visually dominant in the landscape, with significant
development around Greater London and the Medway Towns, as
well as around towns further east and along the coast. Major rail and
road links connect the towns with London.
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