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1.0 Introduction & Summary 
 
1.1 This background report provides the evidence base for the preferred option for rural 
settlement classification as found in the Site Specific Plan Development Plan Document 
(referred to hereon as the Site Specific Plan).     
 
1.2 The Site Specific Plan sets out the policies and proposals that relate to particular sites 
and areas within the borough. It will include allocations for housing, employment and other land 
uses as well as policies to assist in the determination of planning applications. 
 
1.3 The prime purpose of defining the Rural Settlement Hierarchy will be to inform policies to 
ensure that development to be provided for in the rural areas is distributed between villages in a 
sustainable fashion. 
 
1.4 The strategic settlement hierarchy for North Northamptonshire set out in the Core Spatial 
Strategy (CSS) is comprised of the Growth Towns (Corby, Kettering and Wellingborough), 
Smaller Towns, Rural Service Centres and the Rural Areas. In the latter category Local Service 
Centres are distinguished but only King’s Cliffe in East Northants is so classified. All other 
villages are grouped together at the strategic level as “network villages”. Limited Local Service 
Centres within which the small scale needs of a group of local villages could be focused can be 
identified within the more detailed plans prepared by individual authorities  
 
1.5 The rural strategy for the Borough outlined in the CSS is one of overall restraint where 
the scale of development will be led by locally identified employment or housing needs and to 
support existing services.  Development will be focused on those settlements that provide some 
services to a wider group of villages and will take place on sites within village boundaries 
defined in the Plan. In addition, ‘Restraint Villages’ may be identified where conservation is the 
primary consideration due to the particular scale, form and character of the settlement. 
 
1.6 The CSS requires provision to be made for a net indicative increase of 1210 dwellings in 
the rural area of the Borough in the period between 2001 and 2021. The table below indicates 
that by the end of the first 8 years of the Plan period a total of 903 dwellings have either been 
built or still have planning permission for development in the rural area, leaving a residual 
requirement of only 307 dwellings.  
 

  
Completions (April 2001 to March 2009)  734 
   
Commitments on sites under construction or not yet 
started 

169 

  
RESIDUAL REQUIREMENT 307 

 
1.7 The  Borough is relatively compact with only 19 rural settlements, varying in size from the 
hamlet of Strixton (24) and the small villages of Hardwick (61) and Great Harrowden (74) to the 
largest villages of Earls Barton (5353), Irchester (4807) and Finedon (4188)1. Strixton, Easton 
Maudit and Sywell old village were designated as Restraint Villages in the Borough of 
Wellingborough Local Plan 1999. All villages are less than 10km from the urban centres of 
either Wellingborough, Kettering or Northampton. It is not surprising, therefore, as will be 

                                            
1
 Office of National Statistics; Census 2001; Available at www.statistics.gov.uk 
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described in the main body of this paper, that there is no clear evidence to suggest that any 
village functions significantly as a service centre for surrounding villages. Nevertheless, many 
villages and the larger ones in particular provide a range of “essential” services for their own 
populations.  
 
1.8 The “traditional” approach of directing most development to larger villages to support 
their existing services and facilities would reflect these considerations. Studies, referred to later, 
however, suggest that whilst this does produce the most sustainable result in most cases, this is 
not universally true and planning should instead be based on a greater understanding of how 
individual villages function in themselves and in relation to other (urban) settlements on which 
they are often highly dependant. 
 
1.7 Therefore the approach adopted is to supplement data on village services and facilities 
with functional data that describes how people use the villages. Such considerations must in 
turn be set against constraints such as where the needs of conservation are paramount or 
where capacity is being reached in existing facilities (in view of the fact that there is insufficient 
further development to be accommodated to support a significant change in provision of, say, 
health or education facilities in any particular village).  This is then matched against an 
assessment of specific needs within individual villages (such as a lack of affordable housing or 
a particular community facility) towards which additional development may contribute. The 
results are then used in a matrix to provide a ranking between settlements and thence to 
establish a settlement hierarchy. 
 
2.0 Village Services and Facilities 
 
2.1 The North Northamptonshire Market Towns and Rural Regeneration Study2 was 
commissioned in order to develop a comprehensive approach to the strategic planning of rural 
and local service centres in the rural parts of the four Boroughs of Corby, Kettering, 
Wellingborough and East Northamptonshire and to assess the potential to accommodate 
growth in the context of the Government’s Sustainable Communities Plan. 
 
2.2 It was noted in the Study that from a literature review it is clear that a traditional approach 
to planning sustainable rural regeneration, i.e. simply directing development to the larger 
settlements with a range of services, is not sufficient in itself. Evidence has shown that in many 
rural areas where this approach has been followed, the range of services and facilities has 
continued to decline. Nevertheless, the Study recognised that identifying the size of settlements 
and the range of services, facilities and opportunities they offer is an important part of 
understanding a rural area. Consequently a desktop analysis of the key services and facilities 
that exist within each village was undertaken. The analysis focused on services such as 
education, health, the frequency of public transport, recreational facilities, banks and retail 
facilities and access to key employment centres. The information gathered was subsequently 
entered into a matrix as shown in Section 6 of this report.  
  
2.3 Based on the analysis of key services and facilities the Study then attempted to identify 
settlement linkages and roles. It was apparent that roles and relationships between settlements 
are extremely complex and dependent upon the physical proximity, accessibility and type of 
relationship being considered. It was also apparent that in the rural areas there is a high 
dependency on surrounding urban areas with the car being dominant in access to both jobs and 
services. This is examined further in the subsequent section.  

                                            
2
 Entec; May 2004, Available from www.nnjpu.org.uk 
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2.4 In utilising the availability of services and facilities as a first stage in distinguishing the 
relative sustainability of locations for development, it is necessary to determine which services 
and facilities might be considered most important. A report The Role of Rural Settlements as 
Service Centres3 commissioned by the Countryside Agency examined the pattern of people’s 
activities in rural areas.  It was concluded that village residents appear to be less functionally 
“attached” to their locality than market town residents and therefore travel further and more 
widely to use services and to work. People in villages are generally older, more affluent, remain 
resident there for longer, have held their jobs longer, are more fully embedded in their local 
communities, are more likely to work from home and use home delivery and internet services. 
Yet they also own and use more cars and make less use of local services or take local jobs.  
This may suggest that village residents primarily choose their residence for quality of life 
reasons and then connect up the other aspects of their lives to suit.  
 
2.5 From the Countryside Agency report, in terms of specific services and facilities, those of 
which the local provision is most utilised are existing provision of schools, healthcare and social 
facilities such as pubs, village / church hall; less weight is given to shops, the availability of 
public transport and local employment. That is not to say that the location of the latter 
categories do not contribute towards a sustainable community but their relative importance 
might be lower. 
 
2.6 Based upon these conclusions, South Northamptonshire Council in its Interim Rural 
Housing Planning Policy4 identified the following as “essential” characteristics in determining the 
relative sustainability of a village: 

• population (over 1500); 

• primary school; 

• secondary school; 

• village hall / community centre; 

• public house; 

• primary healthcare facilities; 

• post office; 

• general store / food shop; 

• readily accessible to larger service centre (one hourly bus service);  

• train station. 
 
2.7 The ‘train station’ is not relevant to Wellingborough since there are no rural stations in the 
Borough.  More importantly the relevance of population size and accessibility in particular needs 
to be established for the Wellingborough situation.  This is discussed in the subsequent section.  
 
2.8 The South Northants Study then identified other services with a physical presence in a 
village that are considered “desirable” (these include services that offer opportunities for the 
local community to reduce the need to travel).  From available data for Wellingborough rural 
areas the following can be included in this category: 

• other shop; 

• pre-school facilities; 

• petrol station: 

• church / chapel; 

• public library. 

                                            
3
 Land Use Consultants, January 2004, Available at www.countryside.co.uk 

4
 South Northamptonshire Council, Adopted July 2009, Available at www.southnorthants.gov.uk 
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2.9 A third category of “other” services is also identified which includes mobile services: 

• mobile services (shops / library); 

• play area; 

• sports ground; 

• mains drainage.   
 
3.0 Functional Relationships 
 
3.1 In order to refine the purely descriptive approach so far described, account must be 
taken of how villages function both of themselves and in relation to other settlements (on which 
they are often highly dependent). Unfortunately little data is available on which services village 
residents use, where these are located, how often used and how they travel to these services.  
With a limited number of villages in the Borough and a relatively small residual rural housing 
allocation, a specific survey cannot be justified. There is, however, one data set in the North 
Northamptonshire Market Towns and Rural Regeneration report which may provide useful 
surrogate information in the absence of more detailed surveys: travel to work data. 
 
3.2 Although travel to work patterns may not always accurately reflect patterns of travel for 
other purposes and distances travelled to work may be greater than for many trips for use of 
services, travelling to work represents a substantial proportion of total travel undertaken. This 
approach was taken in a report prepared for Horsham District Council5. It was concluded that 
the analysis of the travel to work data provided strong indications of settlements’ sustainability. 
 
3.3 Details of the travel to work data was supplemented by other information from the 2001 
Census including travel to work summary data and vehicle ownership and is included in the 
North Northamptonshire Market Towns and Rural Regeneration report as referred to previously.   
 
3.4 The data suggests that Earls Barton, Wollaston, Finedon, Irchester and Sywell are the 
villages that provide the most employment opportunities within the rural area. As a 
consequence, there are also more travel to work journeys into these villages than into other 
rural settlements. The major inflows into rural settlements, however, tend to be from 
neighbouring towns and local authority areas rather than other rural settlements within the 
Borough6.  
 
3.5 The only villages that receive ‘major’ inflows from other rural settlements (i.e. where the 
inflow from a particular village is greater than 10) within the Borough are the 5 villages with the 
largest populations – Bozeat, Earls Barton, Finedon, Irchester and Wollaston. The ‘major’ in-
flow into these villages from other rural settlements ranges from 19% in the case of Wollaston 
down to 3% in the case of Finedon. The most significant link identified was that between the 
neighbouring settlements of Wollaston and Irchester with approximately 90 journeys to work in 
Wollaston originating in Irchester but no ‘major’ flow in the opposite direction. In all other 
instances the in-flow from any one settlement does not exceed 31 journeys. With the exception 
of in-flows into Earls Barton from Grendon (12) and from Strixton into Wollaston (23) all ‘major’ 
flows between villages in the Borough are confined to people travelling to work between the 5 
larger villages.   
 

                                            
5
 Land Use Consultants for Horsham District Council; September 2005; Settlement Sustainability and Greenfield Site Allocations in the 

Horsham Local Development Framework; Available at www.horsham.gov.uk 
6
 Entec, May 2004; Borth Northamptonshire Market Towns and Rural Regeneration; Available at www.nnjpu.org.uk 
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3.6 The villages are reliant upon adjacent urban areas to a large extent. None have a high 
degree of self sufficiency with sufficient jobs to match the working population and indeed, as 
noted, many of the jobs that are available are taken by urban dwellers. Nevertheless, from the 
analysis it is apparent that the five largest villages are likely to be the most sustainable locations 
in terms of sustaining services. What does militate against this is that travel to work is 
dominated by the car. Those villages with access to regular bus services, however, do at least 
have the potential for reducing car use. In addition there will be a tendency for greater use of 
public transport by those groups not involved in travelling to work: the elderly / retired and 
school children.  It is therefore concluded that population size and accessibility should be given 
particular weight within the “essential” services category discussed in the preceding section.  
 
4.0 Constraints and Conservation 
 
4.1 The availability of basic services is generally not a significant restraint in 
Wellingborough’s villages.  Only Strixton now lacks mains drainage. In regards to primary 
school capacity, those at  Bozeat,  Earls  Barton, Ecton  Finedon, Irchester, Mears Ashby and  
Wollaston have some spare capacity. Where capacity is an issue, however, the scale of growth 
is insufficient to justify new schools. For healthcare the Primary Care Trust have advised that 
there is some capacity within existing surgeries at Earls Barton, Finedon, Irchester and 
Wollaston.   
 
4.2 Under the CSS a Restraint Village may be designated where conservation is the primary 
consideration due to the particular scale, form and character of a settlement. The following 
villages contain Conservation Areas: Earls Barton, Easton Maudit, Ecton, Finedon, Great 
Doddington, Grendon, Hardwick, Isham, Mears Ashby, Orlingbury, Sywell and Wollaston.  In 
addition consideration is being given to a designation of part of Bozeat.  
 
4.3 In the previous Wellingborough Local Plan 1999, the villages of Strixton, Easton Maudit 
and Sywell Old Village were categorised as Restraint Villages, which has lead to these villages 
maintaining their strong sense of character and form. The designation of these villages as 
Restraint Villages continues to be appropriate as follows:- 

• Easton Maudit: A conservation area covers the majority of the village and the scale, form 
and character of the village are such that further development would be inappropriate. 
As a result, the conservation of the village remains the primary consideration. 

• Sywell Old Village: A conservation area covers the whole of the old village which is a 
distinct and separate entity from the rest of the village and therefore could continue to be 
treated in its own right. The form and character of the old village is such that further 
development would be inappropriate, and hence the the Sywell Old Village should 
continue to be treated as a restraint village; and 

• Strixton: The small hamlet of Strixton (population 24) is clearly inappropriate for 
development due to its size, lack of facilities and its particular character with the bulk of 
the dwellings there being listed. Hence the appropriateness of this village being 
categorised as a restraint village 

 
4.4 A Conservation Area Character Appraisal was recently carried out in Hardwick which 
resulted in the designation of the entire village as a conservation area. Like Easton Maudit, 
Strixton and Sywell Old Village, due to its scale, form and character, the primary consideration 
is most appropriately the conservation of this village, hence the designation of Hardwick as a 
Restraint Village in line with the Core Strategy Requirements.  
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4.5 In designating a restraint village, the Core Spatial Strategy does not require village 
boundaries as there is an acceptance that these four Villages will be seen as ‘open countryside’ 
where further development is severely limited.  
 
4.6 These four settlements will therefore be excluded from the assessment matrix at the 
conclusion of this paper.  
 
5.0 Village needs 
 
5.1 In the report North Northamptonshire Market Towns and Rural Regeneration, 
consideration was given to thresholds for local services. What this illustrates is that with the 
scale of development being considered for the villages, new free standing provision for any of 
these facilities will not be triggered and that any new provision would most likely be in the form 
of extensions to existing facilities. Thus when considering whether there are village needs 
towards which any new development might contribute, these will be confined either to where 
existing facilities exist and might be extended or involve small scale projects such as local play 
areas.  
 
5.2 Results from the Issues and Options consultation and surveys undertaken by the 
Borough Council in 20067 asked Parish Councils for their thoughts on the need for new facilities 
in the villages. Most of the parishes responded to the questionnaire and identified the following 
needs:   

• Bozeat PC  –  a pocket park; in addition there is a need for a children’s play area, further 
allotment land, a community resource centre and the provision of facilities for the youths 
of the village on the existing playing field; 

• Earls Barton – A sports and leisure facility and more designated cycle routes; 

• Easton Maudit – A possible youth activity area and designated cycle routes.  

• Ecton – New open space, youth activity areas and a designated cycle path to Earls 
Barton; 

• Finedon – a new Scout hut to replace the existing. 

• Great Doddington – an extension to the existing recreation ground in order to provide 
additional sports pitches. 

• Grendon – a shop/post office and a new cemetery. 

• Irchester – a sports field and recreation centre; a larger village hall; children and youth 
amenity areas; and a new doctors surgery? 

• Mears Ashby – a children’s play area and a village owned sports field. 

• Orlingbury – a children’s play area; allotment land; and an area for wildlife. 

• Wollaston – Improvement of children’s playing field, a larger doctors surgery and primary 
school. 

 
5.3 In 2006 the Borough Council commissioned a study by PMP into Planning for Open 
Spaces, Sport and Recreation8. This set out several recommendations relating to the provision 
of open space within the rural area. In particular, the application of standards relating to the 
provision of different types of open space suggests that there is a deficiency in: 

• park and garden provision around  Earls Barton and Wollaston; 

                                            
7
 The results detailed above come from predominantly two sources. Firstly from February 2006, during the Borough Council of Wellingborough’s 

Site Specific Plan – Issues and Options Stage Consultation, and secondly in November 2006 when a formal questionnaire was sent to Parish 
Council’s asking for their comments on need for facilities within their village.   
8
 PMP; June 2005 ‘Planning for Open Spaces, Sport & Recreation;’ 
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• natural and semi-natural open space in the north of the Borough in the area around 
Isham, Orlingbury and Little Harrowden and in the south of the Borough around 
Wollaston;  

• facilities for children and young people in Sywell, Mears Ashby, Little Harrowden, 
Orlingbury and Wilby; and 

• allotment land in Mears Ashby and Orlingbury which should be prioritised if there is an 
identified need for such provision. Orlingbury PC have indicated such a need. 

 
5.4 Perhaps the most critical aspect of local needs is that of affordable housing. From data 
provide by the Council’s Housing Strategy service, the village with the greatest unmet need is 
Earls Barton (40 units). Finedon has an unmet need of 6 bungalows and Grendon a need of 3 
units. Some villages such as Little Harrowden and Sywell have an unmet need but this is 
provided for in outstanding consents. A number of smaller villages together with Wollaston have 
not been surveyed or data is not up to date; from testing of the weightings referred to below, 
however, this is unlikely to affect the village categorisation. 
 
6.0 Assessment  Matrix 
 
6.1 The various factors considered above must now be combined to produce a sustainability 
ranking of the villages. This is done on a simple scoring basis as described below.  Clearly the 
relative weight to be attached to each factor is a matter of judgement and it is not intended to 
imply that the rankings can be other than a broad indication. They are, however, to be used 
principally to distinguish those villages with a limited service role and where additional housing 
allocations might be of most benefit, those villages where development should be limited to 
minor infilling and those to be treated as Restraint Villages.  Nevertheless as a check on the 
sensitivity of the overall rankings to the weightings used, different weights were applied as a 
cross check. The latter confirmed that the grouping of villages on this basis is robust. 
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Weightings 
A: Essential Services* – all or most services score 6, some services score 5 (*population and 
accessibility scored separately – see columns D and E. 
B: Desirable Services – all or most score 4, some score 3. 
C: Other Services – all or most score 3, some score 2. 
D: Population – over 1500 score 6. 
E: Access to nearby town(s) by public transport – hourly service score 6, other bus service with 
some evening service score 4, other bus service score 3. 
F: “Major” inflows for employment – score 2 (add 2 if from other villages). 
G: Spare capacity primary school – score 3. 
H: Spare capacity doctors’ surgery – score 3 
I : Needs which new development might support – score 6. 
J:  Affordable housing need – over 10 units score 6, under 10 units score 3. 
 
# Restraint Villages excluded from matrix. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 A B C D E F G H I J Total 
Bozeat 
 

6 4 3 6 4 2 3 0 6 0 34 

Earls 
Barton 

6 4 3 6 6 4 3 3 6 6 47 

Easton 
Maudit # 

           

Ecton 5 3 2 0 6 0 3 0 0 0 19 
Finedon 
 

6 4 3 6 6 4 3 3 6 3 44 

Great  
Dodd’ton 

5 3 3 0 6 0 0 0 6 0 23 

Great 
Harr’den 

0 3 2 0 6 0 0 0 0 0 11 

Grendon 
 

5 3 3 0 3 0 0 0 6 3 23 

Hardwick# 
 

           

Irchester 
 

6 4 3 6 6 4 3 3 6 0 41 

Isham 
 

5 3 2 0 6 0 0 0 6 0 22 

Little 
Harr’den 

5 3 2 0 4 0 0 0 6 0 20 

Little  
Irchester 

0 3 2 0 6 0 0 0 0 0 11 

Mears 
Ashby 

5 3 3 0 4 0 3 0 6 0 24 

Orlingbury 
 

5 3 2 0 4 0 0 0 6 0 20 

Strixton# 
 

           

Sywell 
 

5 3 2 0 4 2 0 0 6 0 22 

Wilby 
 

5 3 2 0 6 0 0 0 6 0 22 

Wollaston 6 4 3 6 4 4 3 3 6 0 39 
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7.0 Settlement  Hierarchy 
 
7.1 The four largest villages can be distinguished as those that are most likely to perform a 
limited service role and be the most sustainable for the bulk of additional development in the 
rural area.  Restraint Villages have been identified on the basis of conservation priorities as 
described in Section 5. Thus the proposed hierarchy is as follows: 
 

1. (Limited service role) – Earls Barton, Finedon, Irchester and  Wollaston. 
2. (Network villages) – Bozeat, Mears Ashby, Great Doddington, Grendon, Isham, Sywell 

(excluding the old village), Wilby, Little Harrowden, Orlingbury, Ecton, Geat Harrowden 
and Little Irchester. 

3. (Restraint Villages) – Easton Maudit, Hardwick, Strixton and Sywell old village.  
 
 
 
 
 


