Local Distinctiveness:
How you can help to conserve the
unique quality of the Cotswolds

www.cotswoldsaonb.org.uk

Change will always be inevitable and although it cannot be prevented,
it can be steered in certain directions. Each resident – and that means
everyone – has a part to play in caring for the distinctive character of
the Cotswolds.

Introduction

We know that the Cotswolds is a much loved area. But the general
affection we feel for the place is not enough to conserve its distinctive
features. This dynamic environment, where people live and work, faces
the pressures of change. Indeed, the Cotswolds is as subject as any city
to demands for new development.
There is a need to strike a balance between allowing the Cotswolds to be a living and working landscape
that is continually evolving and retaining the locally distinctive character that makes the area so special.
Little by little, changes to local features can erode the overall sense of place.

It is often too late when people realise that what began as small changes have become significant
and together have changed the view in a noticeable way. The scale of this varies – from incongruous
barn conversions, which do not blend into the landscape to letting a stone trough, once an interesting
centrepiece in a village, fall into disrepair. If we do not act now to conserve our distinctive assets,
there is a risk that the Cotswolds could become bland and lose its distinctive qualities.

The Cotswolds cannot, and should not be, a museum piece. But we can keep a close eye on changes to
make sure that the area evolves and adapts to change in a way that conserves ‘local distinctiveness’.
The new can dovetail with existing features through good design and correct use of building materials.
Overall the area has been carefully conserved but everyone who lives and works here must remain alert
to the value of the areas locally distinctive characteristics.

What is local distinctiveness?

No area or locality is exactly the same as the next - either in where
it lies or how it relates to the broader landscape.
The unique landscape character is evident in patterns of fields, trees,
hedges, townscapes, villages and buildings - all interrelating unobtrusively
with the surroundings.
At a more intimate level, it is elements such as the style of a window, the shape of a gable or a particular
pattern of a gate that contributes to a place’s distinctiveness.

The Rollright Stones
near Chipping Norton

Every view within the Cotswolds tells a story of human interaction with
the landscape over the past 6,000 years. The underlying oolitic limestone
geology has been overlaid by successive human settlements. People have
farmed the area, quarried, and built roads, canals and railways. There are
also thousands of prehistoric, Roman and Medieval archaeological sites.
It is these authentic features, with a particular connection to the local area,
that create local distinctiveness.

Voluntary wardens recently spent eight months restoring a 30-metre
stretch of drystone wall at Kingscote churchyard, south of Gloucester.
Not satisfied with just repairing the wall, the wardens then installed a new
gate. In celebration, all of those who helped with the project attended a
special service at Kingscote Church to mark the completion of the work.

Cotswold Voluntary Wardens working at Kingscote churchyard

Compton Abdale Crocodile

How you can help

Local people are the ones most likely to be the first to notice change in
particular aspects of the landscape and in the fabric of built features.
Then they are best placed to care about retaining what is good and
resisting change for the worse.
This guide explains how you can care for those features which you treasure in your locality. It is possible to make
decisions that inhibit decline when repairing, renewing or establishing new features. Starting with your own house,
boundary and garden walls or roof, there are ways you can influence change - be it in the choices you make about
building materials, the design of an extension, or how you repair or replace a roof. It may also be that there is a public
feature in your town or village, such as a gatepost, stone style or cross, which needs attention. In the countryside, it is
possible to repair drystone walls rather than replace them with unsightly metal fences or hedges.

Many communities across the Cotswolds are getting together to prevent the erection of blots on the landscape or to
repair small landmarks which time itself has eroded. They are using processes such as Village Design Statements, Parish
Plans, Conservation Area Appraisals, Parish Maps and other documents to record what is distinctive in their local area
and take steps to protect and enhance it. Or they are making their views heard through their local parish council or
planning department.

A number of grant schemes, administered by various organisations, are available to help local people, landowners, and
farmers to maintain local distinctiveness. For information about funding projects contact the Cotswolds Conservation
Board on the telephone number below.

It is also possible to become a Cotswold Voluntary Warden and take part in practical work that helps to conserve
and enhance local features. For more information visit our website or contact the Board offices on 01451 862000.

Looking after built features

Many constructions are at risk of being lost or altered to their detriment.
These built features include types of settlements such as villages, towns, roads
and paths, details within settlements, drystone walls and other boundaries in
the landscape, such as gates and stiles, stone slates and thatch.
Built features fall into the following categories:
■

Settlements – the towns, villages, hamlets, farmsteads and buildings that sit within the landscape

■

Boundaries – elements that divide the landscape or settlements, creating a mosaic of gardens, fields, pasture
and parkland

■

Roofs and walls – features that play the greatest part in defining the appearance of buildings within the
Cotswolds

All of them contribute to the distinctive landscape of the Cotswolds.

It may well be that a new building has all of the ‘correct’ features but
still looks sorely out of place. This is because the setting overrides the
architecture. However, good design can allow a new building to settle
more comfortably into its surroundings.

Many of the smaller features that provide the final layer of local
distinctiveness within a settlement, such as ponds and signposts, are in
exposed locations. They are vulnerable to accidental damage, vandalism,
theft and some are falling into disrepair. Yet these features are crucial to
local distinctiveness and, once lost, may be gone for good.

Looking after settlements

One of the main forces for change is the rapid expansion of villages
and towns. In some instances the pressure for new housing has
compromised the unity and charm of the Cotswolds. Large-scale modern
farm buildings, the use of building materials that do not originate locally
and suburbanisation all impact on the landscape’s unique appearance.
Even where buildings are constructed in a ‘traditional’ style using many
‘Cotswold’ features, they may still look wrong.
Development at the edges of settlements is a particular problem, because in effect it is simply
suburbanisation and so not at all in keeping with the setting. An estate of bungalows at the edge of a
village, for example, could only ever integrate with its surroundings if the design, materials and layout
are particularly sensitive. The same standards apply to ‘infill’, which itself can change local character.
This happens when the distinctive spaces between and around buildings are filled by new development.
Without proper care, the ordered yet varied character of existing settlements within the Cotswolds
is spoiled.

Looking after boundaries

Many drystone walls within the Cotswolds are in a poor state of repair.
Changes in farming over past decades have meant that there has been
little incentive to maintain them as field boundaries at anything above
the most functional level.
Compared with modern boundaries such as wire fences, drystone walls, though labour intensive and therefore
expensive to build, last for generations when looked after properly. Local people can take simple steps to keep
walls in good condition, for example removing ivy, cutting back vegetation and preventing tree roots from
undermining the walls.

Drystone walls are not always the true boundary. In some parts of the Cotswolds hedges or fences are the
traditional boundary feature. In these areas, introducing drystone walls will not be in keeping with the
landscape. When putting in new boundaries, therefore, it is important to find out what would be authentic
in any particular locality.

Wooden gates contribute much to local distinctiveness, especially in the predominantly agricultural parts of
the Cotswolds. Their various designs speak of the history and traditions of farming within a particular area,
especially before mechanisation. Less robust and requiring more maintenance than metal gates, they do not fit
well with modern methods of husbandry and food production. What is more, they are often too narrow for
modern farm vehicles and machinery. However, wherever there is a realistic opportunity to install a wooden
gate it should be taken.

For centuries, drystone walls have been used as boundaries in the
Cotswolds. There are at least 4,000 miles of them here (as long as the
Great Wall of China). Many are in a derelict state, but local people can
take steps to help maintain and restore them.

Traditional materials blend into the setting, whilst ‘imported’ materials
draw attention to themselves and spoil the regional significance of the
Cotswold style.

Looking after roofs and walls

Traditionally there have been two kinds of roof in the Cotswolds:
■

Stone slate - a wide range of stone slate has been used, some identifiable as being from local
quarries or mines (such as Stonesfield Slate), others taken from the surface or dug from small
‘delves’. Unfortunately there is now a shortage of stone slates for repairs and new buildings
and there are few craftsmen who are skilled in their laying. This can make using these slates
impractical or too expensive.

■

Thatch - the traditional style of thatching is ‘long straw’, again a highly localised form of roofing.
There has been a massive loss of thatch across the Cotswolds and its replacement with ‘alien’
materials. There is also a misconception that long straw is less durable so it is being replaced with
water reed or combed wheat reed.

Many locally distinctive stone slates and thatch roofs have been lost in the Cotswolds. It is important that those
remaining are retained and conserved wherever possible. The use of materials that do not reflect the heritage of
the Cotswolds will, over time, impact on the overall character and feel of the area.
Modern variation in the span and pitch of a roof can also be out of keeping with more traditional styles. Modern
construction techniques can produce roofs of far greater span than traditional carpentry that are entirely out of
scale with their setting.
The use of stone for walls within modern developments needs careful planning if it is not to be in conflict with
its surroundings. Using modern materials such as concrete or artificial stone can impact on the overall quality
of a development and how it integrates over time within a settlement.
The appropriateness of these materials and their harmony with the locality, can act positively to enhance and
sustain the distinctive feel of settlements and highlight vernacular architecture.

Our work on local distinctiveness

We have carried out extensive research to identify and document the
landscape elements of the Cotswolds. By defining landscape character
we are better able to influence change and conserve the distinctiveness
of the Cotswolds.
For example, it helps us to appreciate why a particular type of wall or roof covering ‘belongs’ where it is and
not anywhere else, or why new development at the edge of a village may not be in keeping with the existing
surroundings. This work helps us to conserve the local heritage and make sure that any new features or
alterations reflect local distinctiveness.

The information in this leaflet is based on a more detailed report, ‘Local Distinctiveness and Landscape Change’.
You can get a copy of the report from us by calling 01451 862000 or by visiting our website

www.cotswoldsaonb.org.uk

The Cotswolds is a living and working landscape that has been shaped
by man over many thousands of years. Each generation has left its
mark and exciting evidence of long occupation by people can still
be found.

The Character of the Cotswolds Landscape

The unique character of the Cotswolds Area of Outstanding Natural
Beauty (AONB) is in many ways formed by the subtle relationship
between landscape and the form and location of settlements and
buildings within it.
The Cotswolds Conservation Board has identified 19 distinct landscape types in a Landscape Character Assessment’,
(available on request from the Board’s offices). Shown on the map opposite, the 19 landscape character types are
areas that are relatively uniform in character, sharing similar characteristics.

The assessment provides us with a better descriptive picture of the montage of landscape types that make up the
Cotswolds, its characteristic elements, the forces that have created the landscape as it is now and those that continue
to affect it.

It is only through a detailed knowledge of aspects such as landscape character, geology, habitats, field and settlement
patterns, that we are properly equipped to conserve the area and enjoy its many special attributes.

A booklet describing the detailed nature of the AONB’s landscape and the way that features and settlements
sit within it, ‘The Landscape of the Cotswolds’ is available in the publications section of our website:

www.cotswoldsaonb.org.uk

Landscape Character Types

CHELTENHAM

01 Escarpment Outlier
02 Escarpment
03 Rolling Hills and Valley
04 Enclosed Limestone Valley
05 Settled Valley
06 Ironstone Hills and Valleys
07 High Wold
08 High Wold Valley
09 High Wold Dip-Slope
10 High Wold Dip-Slope Valley
11 Dip-Slope Lowland
12 Dip-Slope Lowland Valley
13 Low Limestone Plateau
14 Cornbrash Lowlands
15 Farmed Slopes
16 Broad Floodplain Valley
17 Pastoral Lowland Vale
18 Settled Unwooded Vale
19 Unwooded Vale

Cotswolds
Conservation Board

The Cotswolds Conservation Board was established in December 2004. We work
with others to conserve and enhance the natural beauty of the Cotswolds Area of
Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB) - a designation which recognises the national
importance of the Cotswolds.
We raise awareness of and support for the AONB and aim to reach all those who live
and work in the Cotswolds, as well as those who come to visit.
Our main aims are:
■

To conserve and enhance the natural beauty of the AONB

■

To increase understanding and enjoyment of the special qualities of the AONB,
ensuring that these complement the conservation and enhancement of the area

■

In carrying out these aims we seek to foster the economic and social well-being
of local communities

Cotswolds Conservation Board
Fosse Way
Northleach
Gloucestershire GL54 3JH
Tel: 01451 862000
Fax: 01451 862001
Website: www.cotswoldsaonb.org.uk
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