
 

Closing report of the 'FEC' Focus Group, covering Farming, Environment, Countryside, Wildlife 

and Biodiversity, for the Nuthurst Parish Council Neighbourhood Development Plan. 

 

Name of Lead: Alan Selwood (parishioner residing in Mannings Heath) 

 

Date and time: 24th March 2014 

 

1. This is the summary of the work carried out by the FEC Focus Group members in 2013-2014, 

covering our findings, parishioner views expressed to us (mainly at or after Open Days), and 

our consequent recommendations. 

2. The FEC Focus Group consists of one member of Nuthurst Parish Council (Richard Webber) 

acting as Secretary to the Focus Group and five parishioners (Alan Selwood, Wallis-Ann 

Ingram, Melanie Kenny, Susan Livingstone and Judy Brown ) who expressed interest at the 

open meeting held Tuesday 23rd July 2013 at Mannings Heath Village Hall 7.30 p.m. or 

subsequently. 

3. The initial meeting of the Focus Group was held on 22nd August 2013, at which group 

members appointed Alan Selwood as Chairman and Richard Webber as Secretary. Other 

meetings were held on 16th October, 6th November and 10th December 2013, and then on  8th 

January and 24th March 2014. 

4. Additional meetings were attended by the Chairman on 24th September and  5th November 

2013, at which discussions took place involving the Chairman and his counterparts from other 

Focus Groups and members of the Steering Committee. 

 

Evidence gathered / Work undertaken (summary) 

Survey of the majority of the active farmers in Nuthurst Parish. 

Partial survey of stables and similar non-farming establishments. 

Study of DEFRA data on woodlands, AONB, historic monuments, major watercourses via Magic 

Maps. 

Study of land quality. 

Study of data on listed buildings in Nuthurst Parish. 

Study of data on parish footpaths. 

Study of data from Sussex BRC for both Nuthurst Parish and West Sussex generally. 

Creation of Poster for Open Days covering Farming, Environment, Biodiversity and Countryside 

(September 2013) 

Study of data feedback received from parishioners both at and after the general Open Days and the 

specialist events for businesses and schoolchildren. 

Study of data feedback received from parishioners via the parish-wide survey conducted by AiRS in 

February 2014. 

 

List of documents, bodies, groups, individuals etc consulted (could include names and contacts if 

approved by consultees) 

 Nuthurst Parish maps (DEFRA Magic maps) 

 Map of Nuthurst Parish Boundaries (OCSI 2013) 

 'A Countryside Protection and Nature Conservation Area within the North 

Horsham District Local Plan' (created 1990 by Adrian P Humphreys, Patrick Bullen & 

Martyn Thomas) with additional note by Patrick Bullen dated November 2013 concerning 

believed additions and deletions from the list of birds in the area. 

 'Nuthurst Parish Wildlife Survey' (created 1993, Dolphin Ecological Surveys). 

 Desktop Biodiversity Report (Sussex BRC, 1st October 2013) 

 Footpaths and Bridleways in the Parish of Nuthurst (Nuthurst Parish Council, June 2005, 

updated to 15th November 2013) 

 West Sussex County Council public web pages on Operation Watershed 

 West Sussex temperature and precipitation charts (www.yr.no.png) 

 Data on CO2 emissions, Household waste recycling, population density (taken by AiRS from 

DEFRA statistics, 2013) 

 Information concerning allotments in the Parish and requests for them from residents 

(Nuthurst Parish Council, October 2013) 

 Land use statistics – Nuthurst Parish (ONS, Jan 2005, the most recent update available) 

http://www.yr.no.png/


 Land quality.10-111g London & South East Region 250k ALC.pdf 

(www.naturalengland.org.uk) 

 Environment and Ecology report (compiled by a resident of Mannings Heath concerning the 

impact on wildlife of any proposed development near The Quarries, Winterpit Lane, 

Mannings Heath). 

 Ecological Assessment to PPS9 compiled August 2009 by Environmental Assessment 

Services Ltd on Long Wood, Ghyll House Farm, Broadwater Lane, Copsale, West Sussex. 

(Currently only in paper form pending scanning). 
 List of 58 species of birds seen in 2013 near land adjoining Saddlers Farm, Mannings Heath 

by 2 members of RSPB. 

 Geology maps of Nuthurst Parish area of West Sussex (British Geological Society). 

 Members of the Nuthurst Parish by means of the Open Days and invitations to make their 

views known to us, including schoolchildren in their own 'surveys' at school. 

 Members of the Nuthurst Parish, by means of the Parish Survey conducted in February 2014, 

with particular reference to the folowing pages of that survey : 16 – 19 (answers to fixed 

questions) and pages 88 and 89 (open opportunity to air individual views). 

 

============ 

 

FARMING  
 

A detailed personal survey of active farmers in the Parish was undertaken by Melanie Kenny, and a 

similar one on equestrian activities by Wallis-Anne Ingram (see Melanie's report for full information): 

 

a) There is a shortage of land on which to graze animals and grow fodder crops for them, partly 

because much farmland has been sold off in the past or had a change of use towards other rural 

activities such as riding stables for domestic users or racehorse breeding and stabling, or has been 

bought up for incorporation into private gardens as a buffer zone between the owners' properties and 

their neighbours, or as pony paddocks for the family, or simply as a hedge against possible future 

development incursion or opportunity.  

b) The reduction in land availability has resulted in fragmentation of useable areas, increasing the need 

to transport animals from one grazing area to another, as many areas are not adjacent. Result: transport 

difficulties and expense; increased risk of danger to other road users and to the animals themselves. 

c) Farmers have also had to rent land outside the Parish to meet their grazing and fodder needs, causing 

increased expense and reduced efficiency. 

d) Because much farming is uneconomic on the scale that can be practised in the Parish (unlike the 

highly-industrialised large areas devoted to monoculture in, for example, Lincolnshire), most local 

farmers rely on family members working outside the farm to help make ends meet. This risks gradual 

erosion of the family labour-force in the longer-term, reduces the incentive to plan for the future as a 

farming family, and as a result, the number of active farms will decline unless steps can be taken to 

encourage their financial viability. 

e) National farming policy does not favour economic milk production, even though much Parish soil 

and the local climate is particularly suitable for milking cows. 

f) The remaining active farmers would like to continue in farming, despite the adverse economic 

conditions they face, and believe in the lifestyle and usefulness of farming; they generally place this 

above the cash profits they could make in the short term by selling off their farmland for development. 

g) The Focus Group discussed the problems and possible solutions, and felt that every effort should be 

made to encourage the local population to support local produce, buy from local farmers' markets, and 

to encourage farmers to seek alternative and additional sources of income by undertaking conservation 

and/or agricultural training activities, with the possibility of national and/or government funding to 

support them. 

h) Although the labour force in Nuthurst farms is small, we felt that we should support any genuine 

requests from farmers for low-cost housing on their land in which to :  

(I) house members of their family who would thereby be able to live on site and carry out 

farming activities until such time as they are able to take over the family farm in its entirety, 

rather than being forced to live elsewhere and engage in farming or other activity away from 

the family farm for sheer economic reasons, 

(ii) house any extra employees they might need, or  

(iii) by means of very small-scale development, generate tourist income by offering farm bed-

and-breakfast as an income supplement. 

http://www.naturalengland.org.uk/


 

Survey results show that there is an overwhelming response supporting the view that farming is 

important to the Parish (approx 98% find farming to be important or very important) for: 

Providing locally-grown food 

Providing employment 

Maintaining pasture, woods and hedges 

Providing contract services for hedge cutting and ditching 

 

Schoolchildren also voted in their 'Open Days' in favour of maintaining or increasing farming in the 

Parish. 

 

============ 

 

COUNTRYSIDE  
 

With the help of Susan Livingstone, who researched DEFRA data on woodlands in Nuthurst Parish, 

and earlier surveys done in 1990 and 1993 by qualified people in or for the Parish, we find that: 

a) Although the countryside does not immediately strike many viewers as 'stunningly beautiful' (though 

there are those who say that it is), it is clear that in many, often hidden ways, the Parish countryside has 

much to offer and much that is worth preserving. 

b) The geology is surprisingly varied, with multiple microclimates, resulting in many different soil 

types, and in consequence a great diversity of flora and fauna, some of it rare or protected. 

c) There is an Area of Oustanding Natural Beauty at the northern end of the Parish, consisting of much 

Ancient Woodland, considerable general afforestation, excellent landscape views and an interesting 

archeological history, including the former iron-working sites centred around the various  

hammerponds that grew up because of the availability of water power, timber for fuel, and access to 

iron ore.  

d) Sussex has more woodland than any other county in England, and this gives it a special, valued 

character in terms of visual landscape, as well as providing useful habitat and the ability to slow the 

flow of surface water at times of heavy rain, both because of the high-humus content of the land around 

the trees, and because of the natural ability of trees to 'wick' water out of the ground and transpire it 

into the atmosphere : this is fortunate, because much of the soil in the Parish is clay-based, and without 

the tree cover, there would be far more instances of severe flooding than we have seen during the 

winter of 2013-2014. We have noted comments that where previous developments have been created 

without adequate thought to drainage, many cases of increased water run-off have occurred over recent 

years as a result of concreting over what had been fields. Many parishioners have made it known to us 

that they consider the water drainage aspects of our infrastructure to be inadequate, and to have been 

exacerbated by the faster run-off of surface water. Southern Water has conceded that properties in 2 

post codes in Mannings Heath have issues with flooding at times of heavy rain, and state that they are 

opposed to any development that is not supported by proper additional drainage infrastructure being in 

place that does not rely on existing collection infrastructure.  

Retention of the woodland is thus a high priority both for the visual character, the habitat, and the 

infrastructure on which our population of people, flora and fauna rely. 

e) We have much Ancient Woodland, where habitat development has occurred over hundreds, if not 

thousands of years, and it is particularly important to preserve this, since no attempts to replace one 

batch of Ancient Woodland with any (even much larger) area of newer woodland can ever succeed in 

preserving the existing flora and fauna, many of which rely on the extremely long symbiotic cycles of 

growth and decay for their survival and inter-dependence. Existing flora and fauna therefore have, in 

many cases, no place to go when their existing habitat is cut down or bulldozed. 

f) We have in the Parish many examples of ancient listed buildings, some notable, such as St Andrews 

Church and Sedgwick Castle, and others more mundane, such as the many old farmhouses and barns 

that are scattered across the Parish. We believe that all of these are worthy of protection, since they are 

part of our local heritage and form part of our visual landscape because of their special local character. 

g) Parishioners have made it clear in their replies to the Open Days that they value the local 

countryside and its character, and do not want any future development to damage the area's character or 

visual landscape qualities by being either obtrusive or of too large a scale to harmonise with what is 

already here. Careful screening of new developments and avoidance of altering road infrastructure 

from its present rural style are strongly requested. 

 



The Parish Survey indicates that respondents believed that the following were important or very 

important: 

Looking at the scenery : approx 99% 

Looking at wildlife or nature : approx 96% 

Country sports such as fishing or shooting : approx 61% 

 

The following Parish features were considered important: 

Footpaths and bridleways : 99.7% 

Open, green spaces : 95.8% 

Woodland : 96.9% 

Hedges and verges : 93.2% 

Wildlife habitats and corridors : 88.7% 

 

A smaller number also favoured these minority interests: 

Allotments : 37.2% 

Community gardens : 27.7% 

 

It was interesting to note that schoolchildren in their own 'Open Days' were also very much in favour of 

maintaining or increasing the amount of countryside, and would like even more footpaths to be 

available. 

 

============ 

 

 

ENVIRONMENT 

 

a) Air quality is currently measured as 'good' across most of the Parish, except at major road junctions. 

There are concerns that any significant development would reduce air quality. Any increase in air 

traffic caused by a possible expansion of Gatwick Airport is felt to have a potentially damaging effect 

on air quality, because of both plane exhaust gases and increased emissions from cars belonging to 

airport-related new arrivals in the Parish, and from their central heating. This would adversely affect 

our local environment and the parishioners' perception of local character and quality of life. 

b) Noise pollution : We have received varied reports about noise : aircraft noise is normally low in the 

north of the Parish, except at the height of summer during anti-cyclones, but intrusive further south, 

where planes circle Gatwick. There are anxieties expressed about noise increases caused by any 

Gatwick expansion, as this would have an adverse impact on the character of the Parish. It has been 

noted very recently that Gatwick has been experimenting with different flight patterns which have 

caused bitter protests from the inhabitants of Warnham, which has gone from a quiet and peaceful 

village to one beset by incessant overflying every few minutes. Similar increases in flights or changes 

in flight geography could have a severely damaging effect on Nuthurst Parish and would be greatly 

opposed by residents. It is also noted that there are 3 proposals being considered for a new runway at 

Gatwick, and it is difficult to see how noise over Nuthurst Parish could be prevented if there is a 

parallel runway south of the existing one, since there is a strong risk that some planes would have to be 

diverted further south to avoid crossing the flight paths of the existing runway. Car noise is also 

variable : the A281 can be noisy, especially in the rush-hour; and around the major junctions, smaller 

roads are also noisier, especially in the rush-hour. Those living fairly near the A24, in the west of the 

Parish, have expressed their concerns about the level of road traffic noise in their area. We have also 

had complaints about the noise of strings of shod horses in Winterpit Lane when the racing stable 

exercises its horses there on most mornings in the early hours. 

c) We have received numerous instances of adverse comments about inadequate drainage in the Parish 

: partly this is because the capacity of the  infrastructure has fallen badly behind the increase in 

residential properties over the years; partly because ditch and road drain clearance have been poor, 

either through reduced coucil funding and maintenance schedules, or because local people such as 

farmers who traditionally maintained ditches around their land have either gone out of business or not 

found it economically viable to divert their labour away from day-to-day farming towards maintenance 

on behalf of others. It is certainly felt by residents  that water drainage is a key infrastructure problem 

in the Parish. 

d) People generally do not wish to see the Parish settlements having leisure centres or other major 

leisure developments, which they consider belongs in towns and cities; they prefer the very small-scale, 



non-commercial aspects of rural leisure, such as walking on footpaths in small groups, the cricket pitch 

in Mannings Heath, observing wildlife. 

 

============ 

 

WILDLIFE & BIODIVERSITY 

 

a) We have been (pleasantly) surprised by the number of local residents who have voiced their 

concerns on behalf of the local flora and fauna. This is at odds with what we would have expected, 

since most people had, we thought, put the needs, financial gain and interests of the human population 

of the Parish far above those of the environment in which we live, which is populated mainly by those 

flora and fauna that normally pass unnoticed - trees, fields, grasses, flowers, vertebrates and 

invertebrates which between them make it possible for us to have an environment in which to live - and 

cannot speak up for their interests. 

b) Many people stated, in their Open Day replies and in the Parish Survey that they favoured an 

increase in wildlife corridors, protection of wildlife, encouragement and expansion of wildlife habitats 

through conservation projects, through use of former farmland for conservation purposes, and careful 

avoidance of development in any ecologically sensitive areas, be it AONB, Ancient Woodland, farmed 

land, stewardship land. More people than we expected wished to see wildlife meadows created in the 

Parish. 

c) Our studies of data supplied by Sussex BRC, by those who reported personally to us, and by those 

who took infinite care to collect wildlife data about areas of the Parish in 1990-1993 and in 2009, show 

that we currently benefit from considerable wildlife diversity. Bats, badgers, and other protected 

species, including some butterflies and amphibians, rare flowers and fungi live in the Parish, often in 

places that are kept confidential in order to protect the creatures and their habitats from accidental or 

wilful damage. We were told by many people that they wished these creatures to be protected from 

damage to their habitat by any development, whether on or even near their sites, since many species 

fail to thrive when their habitat is changed by blocked access routes, reduced tree cover, increased 

noise, night-time lighting, or other adverse factors that disrupt their lifestyle. 

d) Scholchildren were also keen that wildlife should be protected. 

 

============ 

 

Focus group general recommendation relating to the Parish as it now is, and to possible future 

development 

From study of the responses to the 2 Open Days and the Survey, it is clear that parishioners  

 do not want large housing developments or large-scale leisure facilities (which they would 

prefer to see in towns, not villages and hamlets),  

 want to retain the character of both the settlements and the countryside surrounding them,  

 are pleased with the network of local footpaths, though children want more of them, 

 do not want rural roads to be widened or otherwise upgraded because this would destroy the 

character of both the roads and the areas through which they pass,  

 wish to have better maintenance of ditches and hedges, 

 want more effective drainage systems and capacity for surface water, 

 are in favour of farming land being productively farmed or if not actively farmed, turned over 

to other rural or horticultural use, perhaps for the benefit of the community as a whole, via 

allotments and/or community gardens, 

 wish to enhance wildlife diversity by increasing the area devoted to wildflower meadows and 

orchards and developing definite wildlife corridors, 

 are adamant in rejecting development in AONB or other sensitive areas. 

 

 

Conclusions 

 

What we have listed above reflect both our own investigations and the results of the parish survey 

conducted by AiRS. The Neighbourhood Plan provides a structure for residents to take ownership of 

the facilities in the Parish and create new opportunities and projects to improve the quality of life for 

residents.  

 

 



 

Ongoing topics for future consideration and action: 

 

Farming 

 Development of further Stewardship programmes, to be run by existing farmers and where 

appropriate by those seeking to build a career in farming in the future. 

 Investigation of use of derelict, defunct or economically unviable farm land for training the 

next generation of farmers, conversion to other countryside uses, such as further native 

woodland, wildflower meadows, wetlands to support acquatic plants and certain bird species, 

and for possible community horticultural projects. 

 Investigation of community purchase of 'unwanted' farm land to create community 

horticultural projects, training of new farmers, or to provide grazing land or fodder crop land 

for rent by remaining local farmers. 

 Liaison with farmers, farmers' market managers and local retailers concerning the promotion 

of locally-grown food. 

 

Countryside 

 Protect the surrounding countryside and specifically the ancient woodland, AONB, 

stewardship land and other sensitive areas from damage through inappropriate development. 

 Liaise with relevant authorities on specific plans and methods for protection of ancient 

woodland, old orchards and meadows. 

 

Environment 

 Create a section on the parish web site where problems with road maintenance, especially 

potholes, footpaths, bridleways, recreation equipment can be reported. Advertise the facility. 

 Protect land, streams and rivers in the parish against pollution. 

 Liaise with relevant authorities and local landowners re ditch and hedge maintenance. 

 Educate parishioners on the benfits to be obtained from having porous driveways to reduce the 

speed of rainwater run-off, and assist them to find ways of creating means on their land to 

absorb water caused by incidents of heavy rainfall, such as by increasing the humus content of 

their soil or by planting  small trees and bushes that take up water readily. Where appropriate, 

encourage the use of 'living roofs' to take up further water at times of heavy rainfall. 

 Create local Parish footpath guides including details of ancient woodlands, meadows, orchards 

and historical industrial sites, such as ironworking around the hammerponds. 

 Have a programme of local, guided walks. Horsham District Council promotes health walks 

reasonably well already – to improve this further, Nuthurst parishioners could be asked to 

write about walks they have undertaken through both HDC's promotion and other groups they 

belong to, to ensure that maximum knowledge of, and benefit from our comprehensive 

footpath network is obtained. 

 Review footpath signage, stiles and gates regularly. 

 Set up a programme of regular maintenance checks on footpaths for cutting back excessive 

growth of vegetation, proper animal fencing alongside areas where stock is kept, installation 

and maintenance of warning signs to dog walkers about the need to keep dogs under control 

near livestock, especially sheep. 

 Investigate parish facilities for children aged between 8-13 other than in Mannings Heath, e.g. 

climbing frames, rope swings, trampolines. 

 Consider more seating for children near the play areas. 

 Develop areas where children can have 'adventure' and experience play in 'wild wood' 

surroundings, while learning about the flora and fauna there and how to care for it.  

 Ensure that where possible dogs are kept off the village green at Mannings Heath, and that the 

waste bins alongside are regularly emptied. Investigate other green spaces in the Parish for 

possible 'dog-free' status, or if not, ensure that suitable waste bins are provided there and 

regularly emptied 

 Information leaflets about cycle routes – create or further encourage projects that support 

cycling for families and children. Promote all such schemes widely in school and to parents. 

 Investigate whether funding is available for development of cycle routes - British Cycling is 

supporting the increase in cycle routes. 

 Work with relevant bodies (council-based and/or private) to ensure that routes are well 

maintained and signed. 



 Ensure information about footpaths and bridleways is clearly visible at prominent settlement 

sites such as the Village Shop in Mannings Heath, local pubs, school, parish halls and 

noticeboards. 

 Minimise conflict between 4x4 enthusiasts, those wishing to shoot, and other users. 

 Investigate whether archaeological sites and listed buildings in the Parish need special 

protection or further safeguards. 

 Identify local organisations and individuals to champion key issues such as: walking, cycling, 

riding, recreation activities. 

 Make periodic checks with parishioners on their up-to-date leisure needs, and whether these 

are adequately catered for within Horsham, or whether there is a case for small-scale increase 

in leisure facilities within the Parish. 

 

Wildlife and Biodiversity 

 Liaise with local experts such as Sussex BRC, RSPB, etc and other local wildlife trusts over 

the means to protect and enhance wildlife and biodiversity, especially where these are under 

threat from development. 

 Improved education of local parishioners, both adults and children,  about what our wildlife 

needs to thrive, how to improve the viability of their immediate area for the benefit of the 

flora and fauna, and how to avoid inadvertent damage to the wildlfe by untimely hedge-

pruning, removal of native plant species from their land, and similar. 

 Mapping of areas that could act as future wildlife corridors, and consideration of means to 

improve their attractions to wildlife. Investigate ways of improving any existing 'restricted' 

wildlife corridors by moving barriers or providing small gaps in them, providing small 

wildlife tunnels, and similar devices. 

 Encourage residents to increase the biodiversity of plants and improve the habitats in their 

gardens to make them more species-rich. More small ponds, small areas left 'untidy' so that 

wood and plants decay to provide habitat and food for beetles, fungi, etc. Retention of small 

patches of local 'weeds' on which species feed, for example. Greater use of habitat boxes for 

birds and bats, log piles, etc for small mammals. 

 Encourage greater use of diverse wildflower verges, multi-variety meadows. 

 Look at ways of prolonging the lifespan of ancient trees that are in danger of collapse, given 

the huge wildlife benefits that such ancient trees provide because they are so species-rich. 

 

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 


