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1 Policy and Guidance

1.1 Introduction

This appendix presents national and
local policy and guidance and discusses
their relevance to tall buildings and this
study. The topics covered are as follows:

National Planning Policy Framework
National Design Guide and Code
Historic England Tall Buildings Advice
Note

Cambridge City and South
Cambridgeshire District Council policies
and guidance (including development
plan documents, neighbourhood plans,
planning frameworks and other relevant
supplementary guidance)

1.2 NPPF

The 2024 National Planning
Policy Framework (NPPF) sets out
the government’s objectives for new
development. The NPPF does not have any
specific policies on tall buildings, however,
it sets out several more general design and
planning principles which are relevant to the
development of tall buildings.

The NPPF states that planning should
be genuinely plan-led and local authorities
should provide clear guidance on the
quality of development expected within their
area. There is a presumption in favour of
sustainable development - a concept that
promotes healthy urban environments that
facilitate social cohesion, and urban design,
character-based approach to development
and the efficient use of land through
developing at optimal densities, which
support sustainable travel.

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.


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://historicengland.org.uk/images-books/publications/tall-buildings-advice-note-4/
https://historicengland.org.uk/images-books/publications/tall-buildings-advice-note-4/

1.3 National Design Guide
and Code

The National Design Guide was
published in October 2019 and is intended
to illustrate how well-designed places that
are beautiful, enduring and successful can
be achieved in practice.

In respect of tall buildings,
the National Design Guide states in
paragraphs 69 and 70 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.

‘Proposals for tall buildings (and other
buildings with a significantly larger scale
or bulk than their surroundings) require
special consideration. This includes their
location and siting; relationship to context;
impact on local character, views and sight
lines; composition - how they meet the
ground and the sky; and environmental
impacts, such as sunlight, daylight,
overshadowing and wind. These need to
be resolved satisfactorily in relation to the
context and local character.’
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The National Model Design
Code was launched in 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.


https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/602cef1d8fa8f5038595091b/National_design_guide.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/national-model-design-code
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/national-model-design-code

1.4 Historic England - Tall Buildings Advice Note 4

Advice Note 4 (2nd edition) 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 (Historic
England Advice Note 4, section 1.3).

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”.

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.

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”.


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://www.cambridge.gov.uk/media/6890/local-plan-2018.pdf
https://www.cambridge.gov.uk/media/6890/local-plan-2018.pdf
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1.5 Greater Cambridge Policy context

Current local plans

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.

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

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.

The Local Plan does set out
context-specific height guidelines for two
development sites:

Cambourne West (Policy SS/8) which
establishes that “building heights and
landscaping will minimise the visibility of
the settlement and the secondary school
from adjoining roads to the north, west
and south.”
Cambridge Biomedical Campus
Extension (Policy E/2) which sets
out the requirement to “have building
heights which are no higher than those
on the adjoining part of the Cambridge
Biomedical Campus and which provide
a suitable transition in reflection of the
site’s edge of settlement location.”
It is also jointly required by Policy
TI/6 (SCDCLP) & Policy 37 (CLP) that
any development within defined Air
Safeguarding Zones will be the subject
of consultation with the operator of the
airport and the Ministry of Defence and
restrictions in building heights may be
necessary.

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
“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.

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).

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”.


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

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.

The aim of this policy is not to
identify locations for tall buildings but
to provide a consistent and thorough
approach to the assessment of any
proposals that can be considered tall
against the thresholds provided. In this
way, the policy aims to guide development
to ensure that the qualities and unique
characteristics of the Cambridge skyline
are enhanced as the city continues to grow
and develop. Appendix F states as the
specific overall aims to:

maintain the character and quality of the
Cambridge skyline;

ensure that tall buildings, as defined

in this guidance, which break the

established skyline are well considered
and appropriate to their context;
support only new buildings which

are appropriate to their context and
contribute positively to both near and
distant views; and

provide clarity to the public and the
development industry about the
expectations of the Council when
considering tall buildings.

The policy specifies the criteria
and/or assessments required for any tall
building application, including:

Visual assessment or appraisal to
demonstrate how the proposals fit within
the existing landscape and townscape;

Assessment on the impact to
heritage assets and other sensitive
receptors, including the impact on the
historic character, the skyline character,
key landmarks and viewpoints, as well as
from the main streets, bridges and open
spaces in the city centre and from the main
historic approaches, including road and
river, to the historic core.

Demonstration that “the proposals
will deliver a high quality addition to the
Cambridge skyline and clearly demonstrate
that there is no adverse impact”

Micro-climatic considerations
including wind, overlooking,
overshadowing, sunlight and daylight
assessments

Public realm design demonstrating
high-quality and human scale at street
level.

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 (see Section 2.5.5).



Area Action Plans/ Development
Frameworks

Within Cambridge, there are
a number of adopted and emerging
Area Action Plans and Development
Frameworks that have been prepared to
guide development on the edge of city
fringe growth sites that have been allocated
through previous and the current adopted
Local Plan. It is expected that the majority of
growth will happen in these locations.

Cambridge East Area Action Plan which
identifies the potential for approximately
10,000 to 12,000 homes on the land at
Cambridge airport, north of Cherry Hinton
and north of Newmarket Road. This AAP
states that this development may include
taller buildings given they respect the
historic skyline of Cambridge
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North West Cambridge Area Action Plan
which will deliver key worker housing for
university staff, student housing, new
faculty buildings and research facilities,
together with a significant amount

of private housing and associated
community facilities for the University

of Cambridge on the land between
Madingley Road and Huntingdon Road.

Supplementary Planning
Documents

Within South Cambridgeshire, there
are 11 adopted Supplementary Planning
Documents which include height guidance
for specific villages and new towns. In
general, the height guidance in these
SPDs typically relates to guiding contextual
development that is in keeping with the
existing heights and/or below established
tree lines to maintain the village character.

Within Cambridge there are
8 adopted Supplementary Planning
Documents that include specific height
guidance for development sites within the
plan area. In general these documents set
out an expectation that the height of new
buildings should be contextual and respond
to key views, skyline, heritage assets and
other sensitivities. Many of these also
include a potential for taller buildings given
they are in alignment with Policy 60: Tall
Buildings and the skyline in Cambridge and
associated assessment protocol.



Neighbourhood Plans

There are currently seven adopted
(‘Made’) Neighbourhood Plans within
Greater Cambridge. There are a further
fifteen Neighbourhood Planning areas
that have been designated and are in the
process of developing and/or adopting their
plans.

Most of the adopted Neighbourhood
Plans include height guidance, which
in general guide heights to respond
to the existing characteristics of the
neighbourhood in relation to roof lines,
height, scale and massing.

10
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1.6 Review of Former Greater Cambridge Tall Building Policy

Cambridge Planning Proposals: A
report to Cambridgeshire County
Council, 1950

Tall buildings have been a topic of
interest, concern and debate in Cambridge
for many years. One of the first important
written works on the subject was
“Cambridge Planning Proposals: A report
to Cambridgeshire County Council” by
William Holford and Myles Wright (1950).
This publication suggested that building
height limits be imposed near the centre of
Cambridge with a maximum height limit of
55 feet (approximately 17m).

Dreaming Spires and Teeming
Towers: The Character of
Cambridge, 1963

The second important written work
on the subject was “Dreaming Spires
and Teeming Towers: The Character of
Cambridge” by Thomas Sharp (1963).
This report was published as a guide for
developers in Cambridge. It examined
the character and scale of the city centre
and advocated for caution with all building
proposals in the city centre.

Cones of View Plan (1996)

Cones of view that were considered
important were identified in the 1996 Local
Plan and were “regarded so important to
the character of Cambridge to be regarded
as Defining Character.” (Cambridge
Landscape Character Assessment, 2003)

Policy 3/13 (Tall Buildings and the
Skyline) of the Cambridge Local
Plan (2006)

Policy 3/13 of the Cambridge Local
Plan (2006), established that “New buildings
which are significantly taller than their
neighbours and/or rooftop plant or other
features on existing buildings, will only be
permitted if it can be demonstrated that they
will not detract from: a. Local residential
amenity; b. Ancient monuments and their
settings; c. Listed Buildings and their settings;
d. Conservation Areas and their settings; e.
Historic landscapes and their settings; and f.
Key vistas, the skyline and views within, over
and from outside the City”.

11



Public Debates, 2009 & 2010

In September 2009 and March
2010, two consultation events were held
jointly with Cambridge City council to
debate the role of tall buildings in the city.
These events “revealed a range of views
on the potential benefits and drawbacks
of tall buildings and their impact on the
Cambridge skyline. During these events,
it was generally concluded that a ‘tall
building’ is a relative term”. There was
general consensus that “a more proactive
“strategy” was needed in order to avoid
the potential for a piecemeal approach
to the location of tall buildings across the
City” with the intention of “preserving the
special character of Cambridge” rather
than promoting tall buildings. It was felt
that a zoning-based approach could
be detrimental to this intent as it could
target areas for excessive development.
(Cambridge Skyline Guidance, 2012).

Cambridge Skyline Guidance,
2012

The Cambridge Skyline Guidance
document was published in 2012 to provide
guidance on Policy 3/13 of the Cambridge
Local Plan (2006). The guidance
acknowledged that ‘tall’ is relative to the
context. The guidance did not set out a tall
building or skyline strategy, but rather was
‘intended to provide an understanding of
the skyline and then provide a robust set
of criteria to assess applications with a
view to preserving the special character of
Cambridge.

The guidance document established
height thresholds, above which the
application would automatically trigger the
need to address the tall building criteria
within the planning application. Within
the historic core, this threshold was set at
six-storey or above (19m above ground level);
within the suburbs this was set at four-storey
or above (13m above ground level).

The guidance also set out
assessment criteria that must be applied
by any tall building application. Prior to this
guidance, the Council did not have any
guidance beyond Policy 3/13 to address tall
building applications.

This Policy and associated guidance
document have directly influenced the
current Local Plan Policy 60 and Appendix
F guidance.

12



1.7 Existing evidence studies

This section explores a variety
of different approaches to guiding
tall buildings. In general, there are a
variety of typical ways in which tall
buildings are controlled in Local Plan
policy and supplementary guidance.
These approaches are often used in
tandem to provide a more robust and
holistic approach to guiding tall buildings
development.
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Defining Tall Buildings

Tall buildings are often either
identified by the:

i) relative definition of ‘tallness’ in
relation to the surrounding character and
context; and/or

ii) establishment of minimum threshold
heights, over which the tall building
policy requirements are automatically
triggered.

These approaches can be used
successfully either independently or
together to establish what is a tall building.

For instance, the Royal Borough
of Windsor and Maidenhead policy and
the draft SPD use a relative definition of
tall buildings as anything 1.5x above the
defined context height. This approach
provides a context specific understanding
of what will be perceived as ‘tall’ in differing
contexts.

Oxford uses ‘indicative threshold
heights’, which provides only an “indication
of heights at which high building proposals

are likely to start to change the character
and composition” These are used as a
reference for consideration but are not
used to automatically trigger tall building
policy requirements.

Meanwhile, “Bristol City Council
requires that buildings over 27m
(approximately 9 floors) automatically
trigger the need for applicants to address
the assessment criteria set out within their
Tall Building Supplementary Planning
Document (SPD). The SPD also notes
that buildings between six to nine storeys
located within the City centre would be
addressed on a case-by-case basis.” This
approach is very similar to the current
Cambridge approach.

13



Extract from the Southampton Study, that is
based on a sensitivity based approach

Sensitivities-based approach

A sensitivities-based approach can
be beneficial in instances where there are
existing sensitivities that must or should
be protected and/or enhanced by tall
buildings. Often, these are formed around
sensitive features of the place such as
heritage assets, views, vistas, skyline
features or existing residential uses. When
this approach is used in isolation, the effect
can be a protectionist approach to tall
buildings that does not holistically guide tall
building development.

For instance, this type of approach
was used for the Southampton Study
(2017) which utilising a detailed approach
of identifying view cones and heritage
assets that are ‘Highly Sensitive’ and
‘Sensitive’ to tall buildings and setting out
sensitivity assessments that should be
carried out for tall building applications.

14



Criteria-based approach

A criteria-based approach to planning
for tall buildings establishes criteria that
can be promoting factors for tall buildings
and should be met by tall building
applications, such as proximity and access
to public transport, the role of the site in
the place hierarchy, and the alignment with
local policy on growth and regeneration
areas. A criteria-based approach is
often used in tandem with a sensitivity-
based approach to ensure a balanced
consideration of tall buildings impacts.

For instance, the draft Liverpool
Tall Buildings SPD establishes theoretical
areas that promote tall buildings and sets
out four ‘appropriate tests’ to determine if
the proposal meets the criteria to support a
tall building. These criteria are:

1 A tall building should have a clear
purpose and role in directly supporting
regeneration and legibility;

2 The height of a tall building should be
proportionate to the role or function of a
place within the urban hierarchy;
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3 The tall building

is situated in and
positively contributes to
an existing or emerging
character that can
successfully assimilate
the building with its
mass and activities;
and,

The impacts of the tall
building on sensitive
aspects in the city have
been fully considered,
tested, alternatives
explored and
appropriately mitigated.

Extract from the draft Liverpool Tall Buildings SPD, that establishes
broad potential areas where tall buildings may be appropriate, and

then applies a criteria based approach

15



Extract from the Derby Tall Buildings Study, that identifies
specific locations / clusters for tall buildings and provides site
specific recommendations and tests

Site specific recommendations

Some tall building policies and
guidance develops on the sensitivities and
criteria-based approaches to establish
site specific recommendations on building
height and tall buildings. This provides a
proactive approach to guiding development
of tall buildings in strategic locations where
they can contribute to and enhance the
place.

The Derby Tall Buildings Study
(which was produced as an evidence base
for a tall buildings policy in the emerging
Local Plan) sets out recommendations for
general heights on “large sites or areas
that have potential to increase their general
building height through comprehensive
development.” The study also makes site
specific recommendations “for locations
in Derby that could accommodate tall
buildings and clusters of tall buildings.”

16
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Tall building design criteria

Some policies and guidance on
tall buildings also establish design criteria
that should be adhered to for tall building
applications. This can be another effective
way of guiding high-quality development of
tall buildings.

For example, Oxford TAN7 on
‘High Buildings’ seeks “to take a more
nuanced and responsive approach to
the consideration of the impact of high
buildings, encouraging innovative and
imaginative design that enhances the city’s
environment and built fabric and promotes
and delivers positive benefits”. The
guidance establishes “a set of overarching
criteria against which high buildings should
be considered” including but not limited to
design quality, silhouette, materiality, and
public realm.

Extract from the Oxford
TANT7 that set specific
design principles for tall
buildings

17
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