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1.  Introduction 

 
1.1. The Conservation Principles published by Historic England1 provide a comprehensive 
framework for the sustainable management of the historic environment. The guidance  
describes a range of heritage values, arranged in four groups, which may be attached to 
places. 
 

 Evidential value: the potential of a place to yield evidence about past human activity. 

 Historical value: the ways in which past people, events and aspects of life can be 
connected through a place to the present – it tends to be illustrative or associative. 

 Aesthetic value: the ways in which people draw sensory and intellectual stimulation 
from a place. 

 Communal value: the meanings of a place for the people who relate to it, or for 
whom it figures in their collective experience or memory. 

 
1.2. All the above points help to explain the importance of the grade 1 listed St Mary’s 
Church, both as a heritage asset valued by the local community and in terms of its 
significance as part of the wider landscape, including and surrounding Mill Mount Field. 
 
1.3. This submission seeks to reinforce the arguments that Mid Suffolk District Council will 
put forward in defence of this significant heritage asset by giving a community voice to the 
expression of the importance of the grade 1 listed St Mary’s Church and its setting to local 
people. This is our heritage, handed down to us over generations.  We wish to preserve it 
so that we in turn can hand it down to the generations to come. 

                                                
1
 Conservation Principles, Policies and Guidance for the Sustainable Management of the Historic Environment 2008 
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Figure 1  A view of St Mary’s Church from Poplar Hill with Combs Cemetery to 
the right and Mill Mount Field in the foreground. 
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2.  An important heritage asset 

 
2.1.  NPPF para 194. states that any harm to, or loss of the significance of, a designated 
heritage asset (from its alteration or destruction, or from development within its setting), 
should require clear and convincing justification.  St Mary’s Church, Combs is grade 1 
listed.  ‘With its grand tower, aisles and clerestories this is a perfect example of a 15th 
Century Suffolk church in all its glory’2.  ‘Under the vast chancel arch is the surviving dado 
of the late 14th/early 15th Century roodscreen, a substantial structure carved and studded 
with ogee arches beneath trefoiled tracery, the carvings in the spandrils gilded’.  Significant 
features within the church include the stained glass windows and the medieval pews also 
dating from the 15th Century with their carved bench ends, and the medieval and early 
modern bells. 
 
2.2.  Fuller details are available in the Listing published by Historic England. (List Entry 
Number: 1033001).  An article published in The Suffolk Chronicle and Mercury in May 
19143 provides further historic detail, including references to a church at Combs dating 
back to the Domesday record.  A copy of the article is attached  A more up to date history is 
available on the St Mary’s Church website (http://www.stmaryscombs.co.uk/history) where 
a virtual tour of the church and its grounds is also available. 
 

3.  The value of the church to the community 

 
3.1.  Gladman have acknowledged the significance of St Mary’s Church with regard to its 
grade 1 listing, but have ignored or seriously underestimated the importance of the church 
and its setting to the local community.  This is the place where we mark the rites of passage 
in our lives and where generations of our loved ones are buried.  It is close to our hearts.  
By day bereaved families can look across to the neatly hedged outline of Combs Cemetery, 
easily discernible across Mill Mount Field from Poplar Hill, and pay silent homage to their 
loved ones.  (See Figure 1. above).  This view would be obscured by the proposed 
development.  At night the church is often illuminated in memory of particular members of 
the community who have passed away.  Again, the line of sight would be totally 
compromised. 
 
3.2.  Gladman have proposed a visual corridor through the development, from the road to 
the church, but this can hardly be considered a replacement for the wide open view 
currently available.  It would be gone in the blink of an eye to passing motorists, and even 
walkers would get the briefest of views from a very limited viewpoint. 
 
3.3.  The churchyard is a Commonwealth War Grave.  Combs Cemetery is the place 
chosen by Combs Parish Council to erect the beacon celebrating the end of the Great War 
(rather than locate it within the village itself).  The funding for the beacon was donated from 
money generated over the years by the Combs Fete.  (These decisions pre-date this 
planning application).  The beacon lighting ceremony on 11 November 2018 was attended 
by over 300 people, and the church was packed, with standing room only, for the service 
that followed  
 
 

                                                
2
 Simon Knott, www.suffolkchurches.co.uk 

3
 Pocket Histories of Suffolk Parishes.  No.12.-Combs 

 

http://www.stmaryscombs.co.uk/history
http://www.suffolkchurches.co.uk/
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Figure 2  Commonwealth War Grave                            Figure 3  Combs Cemetery and the beacon 

 

           
 
Figure 4   11 November 2018                                          Figure 5  Standing room only 

 
3.3.  During the church ceremony that followed the lighting of the Centennial Beacon a 
poem that had been written by a member of the congregation was read out.  It is 
reproduced here with her permission. 
 
Raising the Bells - a tribute to the fallen 
 
A sacred place upon this hill, has stood a thousand years 
A focus for the faithful, witness to joy and tears 
Its peace envelops all within, to ease the troubled mind 
And blessings give to all who seek, their steady path to find 
 
For centuries the risen sun has shone through windows clear 
To warm the hearts and minds and souls of all who worship here 
A place of calm and peace and joy, prayers strengthened by belief 
A place of hope, a steady rock, to those who need relief 
 
When sons and husbands, sweethearts too, went off to fight in war 
Their loved ones looked for solace here, their future so unsure 
When some returned their thanks were heard, relieved they did not fall 
But others came, amidst their grief - the war had taken all 
 
For fifty years a single chime bewailed companions lost 
An echo of their blessed sound and silence was the cost 
But soon, once more, the bells will peal and bring the tower to life 
And honour those from Combs who made the final sacrifice. 
 
© Anne Maxwell 
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3.4.  When the lead from the roof of the church was stolen in 2015, the local community 
played a major part in raising funds for the repairs.  The church is currently raising funds to 
refurbish and re-hang the great bells in the church tower.  (‘Raising The Bells’ Appeal).  
Again, this is being supported by the local community through various fundraising events. 
 
4. The setting of the church 
 
4.1.  The NPPF specifically requires that consideration be given to the setting of heritage 
assets.  We believe that this proposal would involve significant harm to the setting of the 
church that would not be outweighed by the claimed benefits. Mill Mount Field currently 
allows unobstructed views from Poplar Hill across arable fields and a nature reserve 
towards the grade 1 listed St Mary’s Church, one of the most important churches in East 
Anglia, with the ancient Combs Wood (a Site of Special Scientific Interest) as a backdrop  
(Fig 1). 
 
4.2.  To avoid duplication, we can do no better than refer to the letter of objection to the 
original planning application from the highly respected Suffolk Preservation Society 
(attached), which sums up admirably the views and concerns of the local community. In 
particular, we would draw attention to the observation that: 
 
“The setting of the church has already been eroded to some degree by post war 
development which has encroached along the valley sides and results in a level of harm to 
the appreciation of the church. This is especially evident from views within the churchyard.  
Nevertheless, the tide of development has to date been restricted to the north, but any 
further development further south would fundamentally erode the qualities that make such a 
strong contribution to the appreciation of the church and its landscape setting.” 
 
4.3.  In an appeal heard in 2017 (ref: APP/Z1510/W/17/3173352 Land off Finchingfield 
Road, Steeple Bumpstead), the inspector noted that the fact that there are buildings that 
detract from the setting of an area and the setting of a listed building is not a good reason to 
exacerbate any harm.  The appeal was rejected. 
 
4.4.  If this development were to go ahead, key views to the church would be framed by the 
buildings in the foreground, the characteristics of which would be a jarring contrast to the 
listed building, rather than by the arable field as at present. On the approach to Stowmarket 
from the south, the church would be seen in the context of the new estate which would 
adversely affect people's experience of and ability to appreciate the historic rural setting 
and significance of the church and the surrounding landscape.  There are also many views 
from local footpaths that are important in the setting of the church and the surrounding area.  
This aspect of our case is covered in a separate document:  Visual impact of the 
development on the landscape. 
 
5.  Conclusion 
 
The significant harm to the setting of the grade 1 listed church means that there would be a 
failure to preserve its setting. Para 134 of the NPPF identifies that where a development 
proposal would lead to harm to the significance of a designated heritage asset, this harm 
should be weighed against the benefits of the proposal. The claimed benefits might be 
significant (although that is disputable as they are generic and could be better achieved to 
the north of Stowmarket), but in our view they do not outweigh the failure to preserve the 
setting of the grade 1 listed church. The damage done would be irreversible and would 
compromise the ability of this and future generations to appreciate the significance of this 
heritage asset - the very opposite of the definition of sustainability. Therefore it is our 
contention that the proposed development is not sustainable when assessed against the 
policies of the NPPF taken as a whole. 
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Also see attachments to this document: 
 

 Letter of objection from the Suffolk Preservation Society, 9 July 2018 

 Article published in The Suffolk Chronicle and Mercury, May 1914 
 
 
 
Report prepared by Combs resident Ian Clark for the Save Mill Mount Field Network  

 

 

 

About the Save Mill Mount Field Network 

We represent 1,500 local residents, from Stowmarket, Combs Ford, Battisford, Moats Tye 

and Little Finborough, who signed a validated petition to Mid Suffolk District Council 

(MSDC) objecting to planning application DC/18/02380.  The proposed development site is 

known historically as Mill Mount Field.  

Our full submission consists of the following documents:  

1. A statement of case  

2. Grade 1 listed St Mary’s Church and its setting 

3. Impact of the development on the landscape 

4. Mill Mount Field – a valued landscape 

5. Archaeological potential of the site 

6. Mind the gap! Maintaining the strategic gap between Stowmarket and Combs 

7. Traffic and road safety 

Contacts for further information 

Telephone: Desiree Shelley on 07801 949205 or Sara Waterer on 07702 102072  

Email: savemillmount@gmail.com  

 

  

mailto:savemillmount@gmail.com


Page  6 | Land East of Poplar Hill, Combs Ford, Stowmarket  | Appeal APP/W3520/W/18/3214324 

Save Mill Mount Field Network | Supporting document  - Grade 1 listed St Mary’s Church | December 2018  

THIS PAGE IS DELIBERATELY LEFT BLANK 



-

 

 

 

9 July 2018 

Ms Gemma Walker 

Senior Planning Officer  

Mid Suffolk District Council 

Endeavour House 

8 Russell Rd 

Ipswich , IP1 2BX 

 

Dear Ms Pannell  

DC/18/02380  Outline Planning Application- Erection of up to 160 No. dwellings with public 

open space, landscaping and sustainable drainage system and creation of new vehicular access. 

(All matters reserved except for access.)  

Land to the East of Poplar Hill Stowmarket Suffolk IP14 2EJ 

I am writing on behalf of the Suffolk Preservation Society (‘the Society’) to object to the planning 

application for the erection of 160 dwellings on a greenfield site which is outside, but adjoining, 

the current physical limit of Stowmarket.  The site is elevated, is of a high scenic value and makes a 

significant contribution to the setting of St Mary's Church, a grade I listed building.  Furthermore, 

the site forms a strategic gap between Stowmarket and the village of Combs and its development 

would give rise to coalescence of these two quite distinct settlements.  

Landscape Impact 

The site is identified as Rolling Valley Claylands typology in the Suffolk Landscape 

Characterisation Study (SCC 2011). It is characterised by gentle valley sides with smaller fields in 

arable use. Ancient woodland on the upper fringes of the valley and isolated churches are notable 

features of this landscape type. The Babergh Mid Suffolk Landscape Guidance (2015) specifies that 

new development within this landscape character is likely to have significant impact on both the character 

and visual amenity of valley floor and valley side. The aim of the guidance seeks to retain, enhance and 

restore this distinctive landscape and settlement character and the key design principles which 

should inform decision making relating to this typology state that Due to the rolling landscape, 

development in this area is considered to have significant visual impact. All development must take into 

consideration the cultural historic importance of this area and the potential visual impact on conservation 

areas. It is therefore clear that the site has a high landscape quality and demonstrates a historic, 

cultural and visual value that must be fully recognised in the decision making process in 

accordance with para. 109 of the NPPF which requires the planning system to contribute to and 

enhance the natural and local environment by seeks to protecting and enhancing valued landscapes. 

 



 
 

 

 

Heritage Impact 

Simon Knott in his highly respected website Suffolk Churches, 2010 describes St Mary’s Church as 

a perfect example of a 15th century Suffolk church in all its glory. And goes on to describe it as being on 

the edge of the housing estate but the setting is otherwise profoundly rural: you reach it along a doglegging 

lane from the top of Poplar Hill and the last few hundred yards is along a narrow track which ends in the 

wide graveyard. The church is set on low ground, hills rising away to the north and south and the effect, on 

looking down at it, is of a great ship at rest in harbor. He concludes Both artistically and historically this is 

probably the most important church in All East Anglia. 

In its undeveloped form, the site currently makes a very strong positive contribution to the wider 

agrarian setting of St Mary's church. The church has an elevated position at the top of the valley 

side and is encircled by mature trees. The church sits remotely and in a commanding position and 

provides a focal point in the landscape. Its setting makes a very strong contribution to its 

significance by virtue of its elevated and detached position. The sovereignty of the church and its 

dominion over the parish is clearly demonstrated by this strategic siting. Its imposing scale and 

positioning within the landscape clearly communicates the power of the medieval church and the 

role that it played in society.  

The Babergh Mid Suffolk Heritage and Sensitivity Assessment report, (March 2018) prepared by 

Place Services on behalf of the councils to inform the Site Allocations process and to form part of 

the evidence base of the Joint Local Plan states that while the outer areas of Stowmarket are 

considered to be of low susceptibility to change there are small areas of higher value on the 

outskirts of the settlement including several farmsteads and the grade I listed church at Combe 

Hall. It states The assessments highlighted a number of important asset types which were both of high value 

and highly susceptible to change. These include churches and hall manors…and moated sites and historic 

farm complexes set within a wider agricultural landscape. The assessment concludes that Many of the 

higher status assets, particularly churches have been sited on high points in the landscape and were 

deliberately intended to be visible in log views throughout the wider landscape. This gives these assets large 

settings, which make an important contribution to their value and both their extent and value of their wider 

landscape setting will be integral consideration in considering proposed site allocations. 

The setting of the church has already been eroded to some degree by post war development which 

has encroached along the valley sides and results in a level of harm to the appreciation of the 

church. This is especially evident from views within the churchyard. Nevertheless, the tide of 

development has to date been restricted to the north, but any further development further south 

would fundamentally erode the qualities that make such a strong contribution to the appreciation 

of the church and its landscape setting.  

National, Local Policy and Historic England Guidance 

As one of the few statutory considerations in the planning process, heritage assets are afforded 

statutory protection under Section 66(1) of the Planning (LBCA) Act 1990. This statutory duty 

requires the decision maker to afford special attention to the desirability of preserving or enhancing the 

character or appearance of the listed building.  This includes the contribution to its significance made 

by its setting. The NPPF gives clear advice on when considering the impact of a proposed 



 
 

 

development on the significance of a designated heritage asset, great weight should be given to the 

heritage asset’s conservation, including sustaining significance (paragraph 132).   

Historic England guidance amplifies this advice in Setting of Heritage Assets - Good Practice 

Advice in Planning, Note 3, Second Edition (2017). The guidance explains that setting is the 

surroundings in which a heritage asset is experienced. Its extent is not fixed and may change as the 

asset and its surroundings evolve. Elements of a setting may make a positive or negative 

contribution to the significance of an asset, may affect the ability to appreciate that significance or 

may be neutral (NPPF, Annex 2: Glossary). It confirms that The extent and importance of setting is 

often expressed by reference to visual considerations. Although views of or from an asset will play an 

important part, the way in which we experience an asset in its setting is also influenced by other 

environmental factors such as noise, dust and vibration from other land uses in the vicinity, and by our 

understanding of the historic relationship between places and goes on to explain that Settings of heritage 

assets which closely resemble the setting at the time the asset was constructed or formed are likely to 

contribute particularly strongly to significance. Therefore, the Society considers that the setting makes 

a very important contribution to the significance of the listed building and must be afforded 

considerable weight in assessing this application for further development which would 

irrevocably destroy it.  

Coalescence 

 

The site is within the area covered by the 2013 Stowmarket Area Action Plan which affirms that an 

acceptable degree of separation between Stowmarket and surrounding villages should be 

safeguarded (para 6.5) and that the importance of maintaining the separate identity of Combs and 

Stowmarket is a key issue. It states that The need to control the visual impact of any development in 

this area will remain paramount, and development must limit any impact on the visual appearance 

on the skyline and respect its very rural setting. (para 6.42).   We note that Policy 6.20  Land of 

Farriers Road and Poplar Hill allocates a small part of this site for residential development, at the 

north end of the site, close to the boundary of the built up part of Church Road, but crucially is 

identified as informal open space for recreational purposes. The policy also identifies the need 

to protect the landscape and maintain the separation between Stowmarket and Combs, 

including provision of strategic advanced planting and structural landscaping and the 

need to protect the impact on the skyline of any development that takes place on the 

ridgeline along Poplar Hill.The submitted application fails to recognise the landscape sensitivity 

of the site and the importance of it as a strategic gap between Stowmarket and Combs. 

 

Conclusion 

 

The Society acknowledges that in order to deliver the significant levels of growth as set 

out in the Core Strategy Focused Review, further housing delivery in Stowmarket requires 

some well-considered greenfield development.  In this case the site has not been allocated 

for housing development nor is it included in the 2017 SHELAA and it is contrary to the 

Stowmarket Area Action Plan (2013). It is acknowledged that Babergh Mid Suffolk 

Councils do not have a sufficient housing land supply currently in place and therefore 

“Housing applications should be considered in the context of the presumption in favour of 

sustainable development (NPPF para. 49). However, we would refer to para. 14 of the NPPF 



 
 

 

which explains that this means "granting permission unless: any adverse impacts of doing so 

would significantly and demonstrably outweigh the benefits". The Society considers that the 

environmental harm associated with this proposal; impacting on the landscape character, views 

and wider setting of the church and erosion of the gap between the town and village of Combs are 

of such a magnitude that they materially outweigh the public benefits of contributing to housing 

supply in the district and therefore this application should be refused.  

 

We trust you will find these comments helpful in the consideration of this application. 

 

Yours sincerely, 

 

Fiona Cairns IHBC MRTPI  

Director 
 

Ward Councillor – Nick Gowrley, Gerard Brewster and David Whybrow 

Heritage Team 

Stowmarket Town Council 

Chairman Combs Parish Council 

Stowmarket Society 

Phil Butler - SPS Mid Suffolk District 

RAID – Residents Against Increasing Development Combs/Stowmarket 
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