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1 Landscape, Townscape and Visual Effects 

1.1 Introduction 

1.1.1 This chapter provides a description and evaluation of the existing landscape 
and townscape resources and visual receptors potentially affected by the 
scheme and impacts on them that would arise during the construction and 
operation of the road widening.  The mitigation measures that have been 
designed to reduce the potential adverse impacts have also been considered. 

1.2 Definitions 

1.2.1 Landscape is defined as an area, as perceived by people, whose character is 
the result of the action and interaction of natural and/or human factors.  It 
means more than just ‘the view’ and reflects the interplay of the physical, 
natural and cultural elements of our surroundings and the way that people 
perceive these interactions.  Different combinations of these elements create 
the distinctive character of landscapes in different places.   

1.2.2 Townscape refers to areas where buildings and related infrastructure are the 
dominant landscape elements, however this has been scoped out of this 
section as the effects would be limited to a potential access to the proposed 
cycleway off Countess Wear Road. 

1.2.3 Visual amenity is defined as the enjoyment or benefit that people derive from 
a particular view or area in terms of what is seen.     

1.3 Knowledge and Data 

1.3.1 Pattern: The majority of the A379 Bridge Road runs across the flat pastoral 
Exe floodplain, which lies on an embankment at just over 1m AOD (above 
ordnance datum).  At the north-eastern end the road rises to the Countess 
Wear roundabout, at 20m AOD, and at the south-eastern end there is an at-
grade roundabout junction, Matford Junction, at the foot of Church Path Hill.  
The River Exe runs along the eastern side of the floodplain whilst the Exeter 
Canal, the main railway line to south-west Devon and Cornwall and two pylon 
lines also follow the valley floor.  There is a complex system of broad grassed 
flood control banks or levees, particularly between the canal and railway to 
the north-west of Bridge Road, and a water control structure at the foot of the 
road embankment (figure 1).   

1.3.2 Tranquillity: The area lacks tranquillity because noise from Bridge Road and 
the train line carries across the river meadows and traffic is exposed to view 
along much of its length.  The valley park is however valued as a relatively 
peaceful place on the urban fringe when compared against nearby urban 
areas.   

1.3.3 Cultural: The drained meadows are in themselves of cultural landscape 
interest because such land practices are not common in the south-west of 
England.  The transport infrastructure is also of cultural interest, because it 
displays an historic sequence of development.  The river is crossed by 
Countess Wear Bridge, an arched structure faced in limestone and red 
sandstone dating from 1770 that was widened in 1935-38 and is a Grade II 
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listed structure (figure 2).  The canal is crossed by a modern steel lifting 
bridge, with a landmark superstructure whilst the railway bridge is 
unremarkable (figure 3). 

1.3.4 Landcover: The landcover of the floodplain is mainly damp pasture, 
evidenced by widespread rushes and areas of standing water in winter, which 
is drained by a roughly rectilinear network of channels (figure 4).  Some of the 
channels are open, some are marked by brambles along the banks and a few 
are bounded by hedges with scattered oaks.  Oaks are more numerous 
towards the western valley side, especially on the north side of Bridge Road 
(figures 5-7).  There are also alders and willows alongside the river and canal 
(figure 8). 

1.3.5 This older, rural landscape is overlaid with more recently introduced tree 
planting.  East of Bridge Road, by the canal, there is a group of exceptionally 
tall poplars that were probably planted in the early/mid-20th century (figure 9).  
North-west of the canal bridge is a recent patch of tree and shrub planting, 
including ornamental species.  Between the canal bridge and the roundabout, 
a line of Lombardy poplars was planted along the south-eastern road 
embankment, almost certainly the mid-20th century, and their congruous 
pencil silhouettes highlight the route.  The vegetation beneath them appears 
to be mainly bramble. 

1.3.6 On the north-west side of Bridge Road, between the canal and railway, there 
is a line of mature oaks along the foot of the hawthorn-clothed embankment 
(figure 5).  Between the railway and the roundabout there is mature oak 
woodland on the very steep road embankment and a line of substantial 
mature oaks along its foot (figures 6-7).  This vegetation blends perfectly with 
the traditional flood plain landscape character. 

1.3.7 The south-western edge of the Exe valley is bounded by mature trees around 
the foot of Church Path Hill.  By contrast, along the north eastern side there is 
a short, steep bank, topped by 20th century residential development at the 
edge of the Countess Wear suburb.  North of Countess Wear Bridge the bank 
is clothed with bramble and buddleja shrub, whilst to the south there is 
bramble with mixed semi-mature tree planting, including Alder, Ash, Beech, 
Pine and Sycamore.  On a flat tongue of land upstream and east of the bridge 
there is more bramble and reeds, with scattered willow trees, some of which 
have been recently pollarded.   

1.3.8 Summary of Character: The flood meadows are flat, pastoral, open, spacious 
and simple in composition with a sense of history.  The original pattern is 
overlaid with more recently introduced tree planting and infrastructure which 
are particularly evident around Bridge Road.  Although very much a tamed 
landscape, away from Bridge Road there is some sense of remoteness from 
the bustle of the city.   

1.4 Visual amenity 

1.4.1 Bridge Road is a gateway to Exeter but possibly more significant, in terms of 
sensitivity of receptors, is its dominance of this section of the Riverside Valley 
Park.  This park contains well-used recreational pedestrian and cycle routes, 
particularly the paths along both banks of the Exeter Canal.  The one along 
the north side is also a cycle route and the one to the south forms part of the 
Exe Valley Way long-distance walking trail. 
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1.4.2 The table below summarises the indicative impacts on public views for 
different transport users: 

Table 1: Impacts on public views for different users 

Route 

section 
Receptor Groups and Potential Impacts 

Area E: 

Bridge Road 

widening 

Road users: Neutral 

Rail travellers: Slight adverse 

Recreational walkers/cyclists (Exe Walkway and Valley 

Park footpaths): Neutral as Countess Wear Bridge will 

be widened sympathetically 

Walkers/cyclists (using Bridge Road): Significant 

benefit via creation of a wider and more pleasant 

space from which to enjoy views, in particular at 

Countess Wear Bridge. 

Canal users: No change 

 

1.4.3 The residential views that would be most affected would be from 
approximately 10 properties along Countess Wear Road whose back gardens 
back onto the bank overlooking the Exe, upstream of Bridge Road.  There are 
about 7 properties along Glasshouse Lane, overlooking the valley 
downstream of the bridge but views from these are less likely to be affected.  
The proposals in this area would also affect the setting of the Grade II listed 
Countess Wear Bridge (figure 2). 

1.4.4 The table below summarises the indicative impacts on residential properties: 

Table 2: Impacts on residential property 

Route 

section 
Impacts 

Area E: 

Bridge Road 

widening 

Slight adverse impact: 10 properties on Countess 

Wear Road and 7 properties on Glasshouse Lane 

 

1.5 Landscape impacts 

1.5.1 The widening of Bridge Road over Countess Wear Bridge will be 
accommodated by a new 3 metre wide lightweight steel pedestrian/cycle 
bridge located directly adjacent to the existing stone bridge (figure 11).  At 
time of writing the design of the new bridge is being progressed through 
Listed Building Consent.  Preliminary consultation with English Heritage has 
been positive, and a very similar structural design was granted Listed Building 
Consent in 2009 as part of the PUA proposals. 

1.5.2 The form and appearance of the new bridge structure has been developed 
through extensive consultation with English Heritage and architectural input to 
be sympathetic to the existing grade 2 listed bridge.  The new structure has 
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been designed with hidden supports and a transparent parapet design to give 
a lightweight, modern appearance that minimises obstruction of views to the 
historic bridge. The new parapet includes triangular “refuges” that 
complement the form of the stone bridge and add visual interest to the 
structure, as well as providing stopping points for members of the public to 
enjoy views of the river valley (figure 12).  The deck steelwork is hidden 
behind a weathering steel fascia which has been selected to age and produce 
rich red colour tones which will complement the local red sandstone seen in 
the existing bridge.  

1.5.3 In summary, the changes will have an impact on the landscape at Countess 
Wear Bridge; however the selection of the lightweight adjacent structure 
causes the least impact compared to all other structural options, and the 
specific design details selected for the new bridge will ensure that it is an 
attractive and sympathetic addition to the existing stone bridge. 

1.5.4 Between the River Exe and the entrance to the Environment Agency’s Trants 
Yard, the impacts of the scheme on woody vegetation would be limited to 
young trees and shrubs around the canal bridge, which could be reinstated to 
the same size at present within less than 10 years.  The impact on landform is 
likely to be the creation of a similar grassed roadside embankment to that at 
present, with a footprint only affecting a strip of pasture or flood control 
structures. 

1.5.5 Between the Trants Yard gateway and the Matford junction roundabout, the 
proposals are highly likely to have a slight impact on existing mature oak 
trees.  Although the highway embankment alongside Trants Yard (as far as 
the railway) is covered with hawthorn scrub, which could be replaced in the 
short term, any widening of the embankment here could potentially affect the 
roots and possibly the canopy of the line of mature oaks along its foot 
although a combination of structural and geotechnical measures are being 
investigated to limit this impact.   

1.5.6 Between the railway and roundabout, a structural solution is proposed to 
minimise the loss of trees and retain the more valuable specimens at the 
lower level next to the pond. 

1.5.7 The tranquillity has already been lost and the pattern has also been disrupted 
by transport routes so the widening of Bridge Road will not change the 
landscape pattern or tranquillity.  There would be some adverse impact on the 
landscape character of the valley.  The oak trees will be retained as they are 
important features in this open landscape. The loss of small trees and shrubs 
at the top of the embankment would expose traffic on a greater length of 
Bridge Road to the semi-rural floodplain in the short term. 

1.6 Potential Mitigation 

1.6.1 The impacts of the most mature oak trees by the railway bridge embankments 
at the south-west end of Bridge Road are being avoided because the 
footway/cycleway is being provided on a structure above the existing 
embankment, instead of widening the embankment landform, although the 
younger trees on the top of the embankment would still be affected. 

1.6.2 In landscape terms the alternative of widening to the south-east of the 
carriageway, between the canal and the roundabout, is much to be preferred 
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because this would take the line of Lombardy Poplars instead of the native 
oaks which are most appropriate in this landscape.  However, although the 
vegetation on the south-east embankment is probably of low ecological value, 
this option has been avoided because it would technically transgress multi-
layered nature conservation designations.    

1.6.3 Additional areas of mitigation planting will be included in the scheme to 
replace existing areas of vegetation. 
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Qualitative comments: Main impacts are potential loss of mature oaks alongside road 
and changes to Countess Wear Bridge 
Overall assessment score: Slight adverse 

Features Description Rarity Importance Impact 

Pattern 

Flat pastoral flood plain followed 

by rail/canal/pylon lines and 

crossed by elevated road. 

Residential urban fringe along 

crest of low ridge to NE. 

 Local Neutral 

Tranquillity 

A379 traffic noise and trains, but 

sense of rural calm on recreation 

routes in the floodplain, compared 

to nearby urban areas 

Lack of 

tranquillity is 

common 

Local 

Note that the scheme will 

improve the user 

experience of foot/bicycle 

journeys connecting to the 

tranquil recreation routes on 

the floodplain 

Cultural 

Countess Wear Bridge dates from 

1770 + Listed Grade II but was 

widened in 1935-38.  New 

footbridge carefully designed and 

expected to become a cultural 

feature in its own right in long 

term 

Common Regional 

Neutral/Slight adverse as 

widening of Bridge Road 

over Countess Wear Bridge 

will be done sympathetically 

Landcover 

Rushy pasture with scattered 

mature oaks alongside field 

ditches and tracks. Willow/alder 

beside river and canal. 

Incongrous 20
th
 century poplar 

planting along Bridge Road and 

by Canal Bridge 

Flood 

meadows 

uncommon in 

Devon 

Regional 

Loss of mature oak trees 

along north side of road will 

lead to a slight adverse 

impact 

Summary of 

character 

Spacious, simple, flat rural flood 

plain with scattered trees and few 

hedges, overlooked but not 

dominated by suburb to NE. 

Dominated by infrastructure 

Common; 

unusual scale 

of proposed 

new 

development 

Local 

Slight adverse impact as 

greater exposure of road 

due to tree loss would 

impinge on rural park.  
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Appendix A – Bridge Road scheme study area 
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Appendix B – Location of figures 1-10 along Bridge Road corridor 
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Figures  

 

 
Figure 1: Broad grassed flood control banks or levees 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 2: Countess Wear Bridge as seen from Glasshouse Lane 
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Figure 3: Modern steel lifting bridge crossing the canal 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 4: River Exe as seen from north of the Countess Wear bridge 
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Figure 5: Oak trees on the western side of Bridge Road 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 6: View North West from Bridge Road looking towards Matford 
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Figure 7: Mature oak trees along steep embankment near Matford Roundabout 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 8: Alders and willows in the River Exe seen from south of Countess Wear 

bridge 
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Figure 9: View north along southern road embankment with line of incongrous 

Lombardy poplars 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 10: View south along southern road embankment with line of incongrous 

Lombardy poplars 
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Figure 11: Visualisation of Countess Wear Bridge with the new footbridge 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 12: Visualisation of the pedestrian view from the new footbridge 


