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3.3 Topography
3.3.1  The topography of South 
Cambridgeshire consists of flat and 
low-lying (below 10m AOD) fen peat to 
the north of Cambridge, higher (up to 
80m AOD) rolling Gault Clay ridges to the 
west, and a broad chalk ridge (up to 150m 
AOD) to the south and east.  The city of 
Cambridge and the area to the south of the 
city are low-lying, having been eroded into 
broad valleys by the main rivers that flow 
through the area (Figure 13).

Sensitivity to tall buildings
3.3.2  The relatively flat nature of the 
district allows for long panoramic views 
across the landscape from some vantage 
points, making the area sensitive to 
buildings and structures that rise above the 
treeline and are incongruous with its rural 
and village character. 

Image 32: Clopton © Bogbumper

Image 33: View east towards Fulbourn © Sps1995
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Figure 17: Landscape Character Areas mapping - District wide scale Figure 18: Landscape Management Objectives - District wide scale
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3.6 Landscape character
3.6.1  The South Cambridgeshire 
landscape has several distinctive and 
readily identified characters which are 
created by the underlying geology of the 
area, including “distinctive Chalklands, 
rolling Clay Hills and the wide expanses of 
the Fens to the north”. 

3.6.2  The 2021 Cambridge Landscape 
Character Assessment assesses 
Greater Cambridge and provides an 
updated and consistent Landscape 
Character Assessment of the whole 
Greater Cambridge area (Figure 17). The 
study classifies areas into nine generic 
Landscape Character Types, which are:

	• The Fens
	• Fen Edge Clayland
	• Lowland Farmlands
	• Wooded Claylands
	• Wooded Greensand Ridge
	• Fen Edge Chalklands
	• Chalk Hills
	• Lowland Chalklands
	• River Valleys

3.6.3   The distinct landscape character of 
the region is protected by SCDCLP(2018) 
Policy NH/2 which states that “development 
will only be permitted where it respects 
and retains, or enhances the local 
character and distinctiveness of the local 
landscape and of the individual National 
Character Area in which it is located.” This 
is supported by detailed guidance about 
landscape character areas in the District 
Design Guide Supplementary Planning 
Document (SPD) and the Landscape 
in New Developments SPD “to ensure 
that development respects both the 
distinctiveness of these National Character 
Areas and the more detailed local 
landscapes.”

Sensitivity to tall buildings
3.6.4  The landscape character of 
South Cambridgeshire is distinctive and 
contributes significantly to sense of place. 
The majority of the landscape characters 
of South Cambridgeshire are either 
classified within the 2021 Cambridge 
Landscape Character Assessment as 
“conserve” or “conserve and enhance”, 
and therefore will be particularly sensitive 
to taller buildings, as they can detract 
from the landscape characteristics and 
the way development is nested in the 
landscape (Figure 18). Landscape impact 
assessments will be required to establish if 
a taller building or increased building height 
may be appropriate in a certain area, and 
proposals will need to set out strategies 
how these impacts will be mitigated or 
avoided.Figure 18: Landscape Management Objectives - District wide scale

https://www.scambs.gov.uk/planning-and-building-control/local-plan-and-neighbourhood-planning/the-adopted-development-plan/south-cambridgeshire-local-plan-2018
https://www.scambs.gov.uk/planning-and-building-control/local-plan-and-neighbourhood-planning/district-design-guide-spd
https://www.scambs.gov.uk/planning-and-building-control/local-plan-and-neighbourhood-planning/district-design-guide-spd
https://www.scambs.gov.uk/planning-and-building-control/local-plan-and-neighbourhood-planning/district-design-guide-spd
https://consultations.greatercambridgeplanning.org/sites/gcp/files/2021-08/LandscapeCharacterAssessment_GCLP_210831_Part_A.pdf
https://consultations.greatercambridgeplanning.org/sites/gcp/files/2021-08/LandscapeCharacterAssessment_GCLP_210831_Part_A.pdf
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Figure 19: Heritage 
designations 
mapping - District 
wide scale
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3.7 Heritage
3.7.1  South Cambridgeshire contains 
a diverse range of designated assets 
including registered parks and gardens, 
scheduled monuments, conservation areas, 
and listed buildings; these are set within a 
wider rural landscape with historic villages 
and settlements, many of which contain 
numerous historic buildings of local interest. 
In total there are 80 no. conservation 
areas and 12 no. Registered Parks and 
Gardens within South Cambridgeshire. 
There are 2697 no. Listed Buildings, 108 
no. Scheduled Monuments and 93 no. 
Buildings of Local Interest in SCDC (Figure 
19). Throughout the area there are known 
and potential concentrations of archaeology. 
The abundance of heritage is part of what 
contributes to the character of the place. 

3.7.2  The character of the area varies 
considerably, as does the character of 
individual settlements and villages. For the 
most part the areas are not characterised 
by tall structures, apart from the distinctive 
church towers / steeples. 

Sensitivity to tall buildings
3.7.3  Buildings that rise above the tree 
line or that through their massing, form or 
appearance become conspicuous and fail 
to blend in with the landscape can have 
a detrimental impact on the landscape 
character of an area, whether it appears 
natural and verdant, or developed and 
man-made. 

3.7.4  A rural landscape setting is often 
an important characteristic of many of the 
Conservation Areas (historic villages), 
Listed buildings (especially large houses 
in their grounds), and Registered Parks 
and Gardens. Given the flat and open 
landscape taller or bulkier development 
can be seen over longer distances and 
may have an adverse impact on the 
significance of heritage assets with their 
setting. 

3.7.5  In this context particular care will 
need to be taken in relation to:

	• Safeguarding the prominence of 
church towers / steeples as key visual 
statements in the wider landscape

	• Retaining the sense of rurality for the 
setting of designated assets and their 
setting by ensuring that tall development 
does not urbanise or reduce the rural 
context of assets and separation 
between settlements 

	• Ensuring that key views and vistas from 
parks and gardens are respected, and 
that tall buildings do not visibly intrude 
into designed landscapes

	• Not overtopping historic buildings, 
conservation areas or parks and 
gardens with new tall development

	• Conserving the foreground, fringes and 
backdrops of key views of designated 
assets 

	• Ensuring that views of designated 
assets from third points that feature both 
development and the assets are fully 
considered in development proposals. 
While views from assets are often 
important, views of them can also make 
a contribution to setting and significance.

3.7.6  Impacts will need to be thoroughly 
tested on an asset-by-asset basis at 
application stage.
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4 Policy and Guidance 
4.1 Introduction

4.1.1  This chapter summarises national and 
local policy and guidance and discusses 
their relevance to tall buildings and this study. 
Further detail can be found in Appendix C. 

4.2 National Policy and 
Guidance

4.2.1  At a national level, the NPPF 
(December 2024) sets out that planning 
policy should ensure that developments 
are sympathetic to local character and 
history, including the surrounding built 
environment and landscape setting, while 
not preventing or discouraging appropriate 
innovation or change (such as increased 
densities) (para 135.c). It also establishes 
that great weight should be given to the 
conservation of heritage assets, and clear 
justification would be needed for any harm 
to or loss of significance of a designated 
heritage assets from development within its 
setting, which should be wholly exceptional 
for assets of the highest significance. 

4.2.2  The National Design Guide 
(October 2019) states that ‘Well-designed 
tall buildings play a positive urban 
design role in the built form. They act as 
landmarks, emphasising important places 
and making a positive contribution to views 
and the skyline.’ It also establishes that 
proposals for tall buildings require ‘special 
consideration’ due to their scale and 
massing. 

4.2.3  The National Model Design Code 
(January 2021) and provides detailed 
guidance on the production of design 
codes, guides and policies to promote 
successful design. It identifies a number 
of design aspects that are particularly 
relevant to tall buildings including the 
form of the building, design of the top and 
base, materials, public realm interface and 
microclimate.
4.2.4  When considering tall buildings, one 
should also consider Historic England 
2022 Tall Buildings: Historic England 
Advice Note 4 which promotes a plan led 
and positive approach to the location and 
design of tall buildings. It sets out principles 
for an evidence-based approach which 
considers alternative locations, decision 
making informed by understanding of 
place, character and historic significance 
and tall building proposals which take 
account of local context and historic 
character (Section 1.3). 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/67aafe8f3b41f783cca46251/NPPF_December_2024.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/67aafe8f3b41f783cca46251/NPPF_December_2024.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/602cef1d8fa8f5038595091b/National_design_guide.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/602cef1d8fa8f5038595091b/National_design_guide.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/60140c1d8fa8f53fc52c5c31/National_Model_Design_Code.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/60140c1d8fa8f53fc52c5c31/National_Model_Design_Code.pdf
https://historicengland.org.uk/images-books/publications/tall-buildings-advice-note-4/
https://historicengland.org.uk/images-books/publications/tall-buildings-advice-note-4/
https://historicengland.org.uk/images-books/publications/tall-buildings-advice-note-4/
https://historicengland.org.uk/images-books/publications/tall-buildings-advice-note-4/heag037-tall-buildings-v2/
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4.3 Greater Cambridge Policy 
and Guidance

4.3.1  Cambridge City and South 
Cambridgeshire District Councils operate 
a joint planning service for the entire 
Greater Cambridge area. The Councils 
are currently in the process of developing 
a joint Greater Cambridge Local Plan. The 
forthcoming joint Local Plan will include 
a tall buildings policy for the Greater 
Cambridge area, which will build upon the 
existing Cambridge policy and will establish 
a more robust approach to understanding 
and assessing taller buildings within South 
Cambridgeshire. 

4.3.2  The area is currently covered by two 
separate Local Plans which are outlined 
below. 

4.3.3  The South Cambridgeshire Local 
Plan was adopted in 2018 and does not 
have a general Tall Buildings Policy as 
it has not experienced pressure for tall 
buildings historically. 
4.3.4  The Cambridge Local Plan was 
also adopted in 2018 and sets the strategic 
vision for the city until 2031. The Local 
Plan has a clear strategic objective to 

4.2.7  The advice note presents Cambridge 
Local Plan (2018) as a good-practice 
example of implementing a criteria-based 
tall buildings policy that considers the 
impact on the unique historic environment, 
skyline and “key locally specific issues, 
such as requiring proposals to ensure 
that the character and appearance 
of Cambridge, as a city of spires and 
towers, remains dominant from identified 
viewpoints across the urban and rural 
landscape”.

4.2.5  The advice note states that tall 
buildings can have “wide-ranging impacts” 
on the historic environment, depending 
significantly on their height, massing, 
and location. It reinforces that “tallness” 
is a relative concept, noting that, for 
example, “a five-storey building in a mainly 
two-storey neighbourhood could be 
considered tall, whereas in the centre of a 
large city it may not.” It further advises that 
”definitions of tall buildings can vary, but in 
general they should be informed by local 
character” (sections 3.4 & 3.5).

4.2.6  Advice Note 4 states that the 
scale and form of development should 
be assessed as part of the formulation 
of the local plan. It suggests the use of 
characterisation and tall building studies 
as well as heritage and urban design 
assessments to designate appropriate 
locations and policies for tall buildings, their 
role in place shaping, and how to minimise 
potential impacts on local character and 
significance of heritage assets. 

https://www.scambs.gov.uk/planning-and-building-control/local-plan-and-neighbourhood-planning/the-adopted-development-plan/south-cambridgeshire-local-plan-2018
https://www.scambs.gov.uk/planning-and-building-control/local-plan-and-neighbourhood-planning/the-adopted-development-plan/south-cambridgeshire-local-plan-2018
https://www.cambridge.gov.uk/media/6890/local-plan-2018.pdf
https://www.cambridge.gov.uk/media/6890/local-plan-2018.pdf
https://www.cambridge.gov.uk/media/6890/local-plan-2018.pdf
https://historicengland.org.uk/images-books/publications/tall-buildings-advice-note-4/
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“protect and, where appropriate, enhance 
the character and quality of the Cambridge 
skyline”. The Local Plan also sets out the 
strategic approach for the city and region 
“based upon significant growth located on 
the edges of Cambridge and the delivery of 
new settlements in South Cambridgeshire” 
which has been jointly prepared with South 
Cambridgeshire District Council. 

4.3.5  The Local Plan requires that new 
development respond to its context 
(Policy 55), including in terms of scale 
and massing of new buildings and be of 
high quality that creates a positive impact 
on their surroundings (Policy 56). It also 
seeks to ensure the conservation and 
enhancement of Cambridge’s historic 
environment” through Policy 61, the 
protection of local assets (Policy 62) and 
open spaces (Policy 67). 

4.3.6  The Plan has a robust policy on Tall 
Buildings and the Skyline in Cambridge 
(Policy 60 and Appendix F) which sets 
out the criteria that must be met for “any 
proposal for a structure that breaks the 

existing skyline and/or is significantly taller 
than the surrounding built form”. Appendix 
F provides additional guidance to support 
Policy 60; it clarifies that this policy would 
be automatically triggered for proposals 
over 6 storeys (19m) within the City Centre 
(though depending on context could be 
required for buildings of lesser height) and 
4 storeys (13m) within the suburbs. The 
application of this policy is analysed in 
greater detail in Section 4.2 Defining Tall 
Buildings in Greater Cambridge.  

4.3.7  This policy and guidance has been 
largely informed by a series of previous 
Local Plan policies, Policy 3/13 of the 
2006 Cambridge Local Plan, and the Tall 
Buildings and Skyline Guidance produced 
by the City Council. For a review of the 
former Greater Cambridge Tall Building 
Policy see Appendix C. 

4.3.8  The councils also have adopted a 
series of Area Action Plans/ Development 
Frameworks, Supplementary Planning 
Documents and Neighbourhood Plans, 
many of which establish additional criteria 

and guidance for building heights. For 
further information refer to Appendix C. 

4.3.9  For an overview of existing tall 
building and skyline management 
strategies from other Local Authorities see 
Appendix C.

https://www.cambridge.gov.uk/media/2667/local-plan-2006.pdf
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Botanic House © Keith Evans
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5.1 Relative and absolute 
definition of a tall building

5 Defining Tall Buildings in Greater Cambridge 

Figure 22: A tall building is ‘tall’ relative to its context

Relative Definition
5.1.3  From an experiential spatial 
perspective a building is considered ‘tall’ 
if it is perceived as an exception in its 
context, and its height rises above what 
is commonly understood as the prevailing 
contextual building height. In this context 
a building is defined as ‘tall’ relative to the 
height of  its context. 

5.1.4  2022 Historic England Advice 
Note 4 similarly states that “what might 
be considered a tall building will vary 
according to the nature of the local area. A 
five-storey building in a mainly two-storey 
neighbourhood could be considered tall, 
whereas in the centre of a large city it may 
not” (Section 3.4). 

5.1.5  Establishing whether or not a building 
is considered tall, will require a comparison 
of its height to the prevailing height in its 
surrounding area, called the context height. 

5.1.6  The context height is the height that 
an observer would read as the typical 
or defining height of a particular area. In 
places where buildings have a relative 
consistent height, the context height may 
be the most commonly occurring building 
height. In areas where building height 
is more varied, the context height is the 
average height of around which the heights 
of buildings fluctuate.

5.1.1  Buildings are commonly understood 
as tall if they are of greater height in the 
context within which they are perceived. 
They may rise above their surrounding 
buildings, stand notably out on the skyline 
or are simply perceived as tall in the 
context of the local vernacular and the 
human scale.

5.1.2  Two principal definitions exist to 
define what constitutes a tall building, a 
relative and an absolute definition, which 
will be explained as follows.    

https://historicengland.org.uk/images-books/publications/tall-buildings-advice-note-4/
https://historicengland.org.uk/images-books/publications/tall-buildings-advice-note-4/
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5.1.7  The ‘tallness’ of an individual tall 
building can be expressed as a multiplier of 
the context height. The context height ratio 
(CHR) sets out a factor of ‘how many times 
taller’ a building is compared to its context. 
5.1.8  The CHR provides a relative 
measure of the height of a tall building in 
its context irrespective of the actual height 
(in meters or storeys) of either the context 
or the tall building (Figures 25). As such 
it provides a helpful indicator to discuss 

•  Can be expressed in 
context height 
ratio 

•  The prominence and 
impact of a tall 
building is directly 
related to its relative 
height difference 

TALL BUILDING – A RELATIVE CONCEPT 

Figure 23: The height of buildings can be expressed as ‘context height ratio’

the spatial and proportional relationship 
of a tall building within its surrounding 
townscape context notwithstanding 
whether it is in a suburban or urban spatial 
context.  

5.1.9  Based on the context height ratio 
higher buildings can be classified into 
different height categories. The actual 
thresholds between categories can vary 
between places, subject to overall height 
characteristics. 

5.1.10  In places with a more coherent 
pattern of modest heights, such as in 
Greater Cambridge, the following four 
classifications can be defined: 

	• Higher building – up to tall building 
threshold (TBTH, which is normally 
between 1.4 to 1.6x CH);

	• Tall building - tall building threshold up 
to 2.5x context height;

	• Very tall building -  2.5x up to 4.5x 
context height;

	• Super tall building - 4.5x context height 
and above.

5.1.11  The extent of the area used to 
define the context height, in order to 
establish the context height ratio of a tall 
building, needs to reflect the tall building’s 
impact. The greater the height of a tall 
building, the further will be its impact, and 
the larger must be the area that should 
be considered. Higher and tall buildings 
can use the context height of the wider 
surrounding local context, whilst very tall or 
super tall buildings should consider heights 
across a wider district or city. 
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Table 1: Table of tall building classifications relative to context height adjusted to Cambridge context 
(note: TBTH stands for Tall Building Threshold that applies in a location,  
CH stands for Context Height that applies in a location)

5.1.12  Table 1 sets out for each of the 
tall building’s classification the principal 
perception of a tall building in relation to 
its context, and its principal impact on the 
skyline. 
5.1.13  Image 38 to Image 41 show 
examples of this classification of tall 
buildings in Cambridge. 

Other considerations
5.1.14  It is recognised that apart from 
the context height ratio, there are other 
contextual factors that may have an impact 
on how a tall building is perceived in its 
local context, and at what point it would be 
considered tall. 

5.1.15  One important factor is the coherence 
or variation of heights in a certain context. In 
areas with generally relatively coherent and 
modest heights such as in Cambridge, the 
tall building threshold will generally be lower 
than in an area that has already significant 
height variation.  

Ratio to 
Context 
Height (CH)

Building height 
classification 

Perception in relation 
to its context Impact on the skyline

Up to TBTH Higher building Contextual, accented 
building

Limited impact primarily 
from adjoining space

Above TBTH 
and up to 
2.5x CH

Tall Building Outstanding prominent 
exception, proportionate 
relationship with height 
context, perceived as 
constituent part the 
urban context

Tall building is notable, 
yet its impact on the 
skyline is mainly local.

Above 2.5x 
CH up to 4.5x 
CH

Very Tall 
Building 

Rising out of the 
urban fabric, markedly 
outstanding and 
pronounced contrast 
with prevailing urban 
context

Can be seen across 
the town and from 
surrounding country

Above 4.5x 
CH

Super Tall 
Building 

Jarring contrast, 
disconnected from the 
prevailing urban context 
height across the place, 
often requires increased 
heights in its surrounding 
to mediate the impact on 
its context 

Can be seen across the 
town, from surrounding 
country and from far 
away




