
LOW IMPACT DEVELOPMENT 
AND PERI-URBAN PRODUCTIVITY 

IN SE BRADFORD
A report by Chris Mackenzie Davey and Mark Fisher for the 
Sustainable Farmland Management Network of Bradford 
District – January 2000

A submission for the Rural White Paper on behalf of the 
Sustainable Farmland Management Network of Bradford 
District - Chris Mackenzie Davey, Dave Melling and Mark Fisher, 
February 2000

mark.fisher@self-willed-land.org.uk
www.self-willed-land.org.uk

SPRINGFIELD COMMUNITY GARDEN

mailto:mark.fisher@self-willed-land.org.uk


Low impact development 2 Peri-urban productivity

LOW IMPACT DEVELOPMENT AND PERI-URBAN 
PRODUCTIVITY IN SE BRADFORD

A report by Chris Mackenzie Davey and Mark Fisher for the Sustainable 
Farmland Management Network of Bradford District – January 2000

The three-hectare field on which Springfield Community Gardens has been developed 
is typical of the peri-urban interface between urban habitation and open countryside in 
SE Bradford. The field of improved but ecologically poor pasture looks out onto the 
green belt of the Tong-Calverley gap that separates the conurbations of Bradford and 
Leeds. This undulating landscape is mostly characterised by pasture, but the view is 
bounded by areas of substantial woodland in Black Carr to the North, and Shackleton 
and Park Woods to the South. The geology is significant in that the 
Yorkshire/Nottinghamshire coalfield reaches into here, as shown by shale heaps and 
the need to cap two redundant mines on Springfield.

BACKGROUND We set out six years ago with a comprehensive design, and 
amongst a rolling group of people, to transform the three-hectare field of Springfield 
into a site that has diverse natural form containing many different habitats. 
Thousands of trees were planted and watercourses were re-developed as we built a 
natural infrastructure that combines woodland walks (to improve public access) with 
water lagoons, shelterbelts, wildlife habitats and an increasingly edible landscape.

Right from the start, we had ambition for the productivity of the site, and we were 
open to the many ways with which we could achieve it. A central approach was the 
matching of plants and trees to the various conditions we found, allowing us to pack in 
considerably more diversity than previously existed on the site. Moreover, we were 
able to adopt a range of different techniques that used contemporary technology (low-
impact buildings, wind turbine, composting toilet, passive solar gain, organic 
horticulture, low-cost structures for protected cropping, willow-planted water sumps 
and reed beds). This outlook comes from our training in Permaculture Design which 
seeks to find the most ecologically diverse and sustainable solutions for land use 
rather than imposing one general, low level use - which was the case when the field 
had been solely pasture. In particular, the successful use of Springfield’s favourable 
south facing slope for intensive horticulture belies the perception that the Bradford 
District is incapable of growing some of its own food.

As we developed Springfield, the contrast between it and the generally low 
productivity of the surroundings became starker. The landscape beyond to the north 
and east was similar, with a variety in it that could also be identified and separately 
utilised. Thus based on our experience of Springfield, we considered the land beyond 
was capable of improved productivity if the opportunity was presented. One of us is a 
landscape designer (CMD) who, as part of his professional development, set out a 
hypothesis on how this could be achieved. Many examples exist where rural artisans 
have created high productivity in small-scale enterprises through specialising in high 
value products. Examples of these were provided by a horticulturist (MF) and include 
the production of heritage vegetables, herbs, protected salad cropping, uncommon 
breed livestock rearing, fruit production, moshiculture, and the increasing incidence of 
growing plants for medicinal purposes. The economic viability of these enterprises is 
improved by recognising the niche market advantages of using organic methods, 
direct marketing to the local population and by producing food for a thriving and 
distinctive local restaurant trade.
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APPORTIONING LAND We looked at an area of approximately 12 square 
kilometres (1200 hectares) to the NE of Springfield. The key to unlocking the potential 
productivity of this area was to devise a way to apportion land into smaller holdings 
on which the artisans would necessarily have dwellings. We believe this condition of 
habitation is an essential requirement in the running of these agricultural activities 
and will also act as an inducement for the potential artisans to commit to this 
entrepreneurial path. A landscape character assessment of the whole area was carried 
out and this acted as a base map on which speculative design could take place (see 
Fig. 1 above). To minimise the impact of the greater number of dwellings needed, the 
existing sites of habitation were used as a focus for dividing the land into smaller 
holdings. Thus there were three suitable locations at which the existing farm buildings 
could be modified to provide five or six separate dwellings (see Fig. 2 below). Each of 
these would have 2-3 hectares of land associated, and this land would form segments 
around the habitation. We have named these holdings created by subdivision as LIDS 
(Low Impact Developments).

In three other locations that were suitable for subdivision, there were no existing 
developments and thus each smaller holding of land would need a new dwelling and 
an upgrading or development of new track access. These subdivision locations would 
require greater specialisation as their landscape type indicated activities that built on 
their local natural character. Pig rearing would be set within a woodland backdrop 
(their natural habitat) with pannage rights licensed into the existing public woodland. 
Other woodland LIDS could specialise in tree nursery, mushroom, bodging and 
charcoal production. LIDS based on waterfowl production could take advantage of the 
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new wetland habitats built by creating dams and lagoons on existing watercourses. 
These lagoons may also provide opportunities for aquaculture.

Not all the landscape that was looked at lent itself to subdivision, and so a broader 
scale activity was fitted to the conditions found. An extensive south-facing slope was 
suited to a combination of grazing underneath productive trees planted at a low 
density. This was traditionally called wood pasture but we prefer the contemporary 
term agroforestry as it stresses the productive importance of both elements, and the 
ground cover could be arable crops instead of pasture. Another broader scale activity 
identified was the growing of biomass - probably willow - for use in local energy 
production. This suited the wetter soils at the base of the south-facing slope and of 
other slopes, and would be managed by short-rotation coppicing. The scale of 
production would probably only support the needs of the immediate area (i.e. the 
LIDS) and thus would not be transported to distant energy production stations. Three 
new areas of woodland were also identified and which could be designed and planted 
to have a productive role. Another broader scale activity would come from municipal 
composting. Relatively flat land at the western edge of the area (above Springfield) 
could be used for medium scale windrow composting of separated organic waste 
delivered from households in the SE part of the District. The product would have a 
ready market amongst gardeners in the District, but would also be a necessary soil 
amendment for the horticultural and silvicultural activities of the LIDS. It is probable 
that these broader scale activities could be carried out on a collective basis amongst 
the new LIDS.

LOW IMPACT AND AREA DESIGN It is appreciated that development 
in rural areas is a contentious issue, which at its simplest can be its impact on the 
visual character of the area. We were concerned to minimise this impact as much as 














