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Bamburgh is a remarkably attractive village in a 
stunning location, set beneath the famous castle 
and giving access to some of the loveliest beaches 
in England. It is one of the key settlements within 
the Northumberland Coast Area of Outstanding 
Natural Beauty (AONB). It is too remote to be 
in danger of becoming a commuter village for 
Newcastle or other major employment centres, 
but serves an important role for local regional, 
national and international tourism in the largely 
rural county of Northumberland.

In common with many other market towns 
and settlements, Bamburgh can no longer rely 
on simply providing a market function for the 
surrounding population. Changes in retail patterns, 
the growth of larger supermarkets and the rise 
of the internet have reduced the functional role 
of towns and villages as local centres. Instead, 
places are increasingly having to attract people 
and investment through the intrinsic qualities of 
the built and natural environment.  This implies a 
radically different role for the streets and spaces 
that make up the “public realm” of a town. This 
is especially relevant for Bamburgh, with its high 
dependence on tourism and investment from 
people retiring, from second-home owners, and 
for those seeking a high quality of life.

Like many historic towns and villages, Bamburgh 
has suffered from gradual erosion of quality 
through some poor planning decisions, and, above 
all, from highway engineering measures. Tourism 
places particular pressures on historic places, 
and measures to control and manage traffic and 

parking can be especially damaging. The physical 
and psychological links between castle, the car 
parks, Armstrong Cottages and the village are 
poor. Recent investment in the main car-park 
has not improved such links, and opportunities 
have been missed to introduce some coherence 
and connectivity, as well as to enhance the public 
realm. The accumulation of inappropriate and 
unnecessary road markings, parking and directional 
signs and general clutter has had a negative impact 
in recent years.

Bamburgh has an energetic and active parish 
council, and enjoys strong support from the 
Northumberland Coast AONB Partnership. With 
the support of the unified Northumberland County 

Council, a number of simple measures could be 
planned for the coming years (and adverse measures 
avoided) which could help retain Bamburgh’s role 
as the principle attractor on the coastline between 
Berwick and Alnmouth. This report, commissioned 
by the AONB Partnership, seeks to explore the 
principles of such an approach.

Introduction
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Context

Bamburgh Parish and the Northumberland Coast 
AONB are examining future policies and principles 
for the public realm at an opportune moment. 
Firstly, reductions in public spending require 
highway authorities to think carefully about the 
long-term capital and maintenance costs of traffic 

measures such as signs, signals and markings. At the 
same time the political zeitgeist, captured by the 
phrase “Big Society” and the forhtcoming Locaslism 
Bill, suggests a greater role for local initiatives and 
creativity.

The publication of “Manual for Streets 2” gives 
much greater scope for highway authorities to 
develop locally specific approaches to context and 

to establish low-speed, simple streetscapes. Recent 
government initiatives to reduce clutter provide 
encouragement to avoid standardised treatments 
and excessive highway measures. Counties such 
as Dorset, Cumbria and Kent are exploring 
fresh approaches to rural highway design, with 
publications such as “Traffic in Villages: A Toolkit for 

Communities” by Dorset AONB exploring new 
ways to create safe low-cost environments.
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Main Observations

Bamburgh remains a very attractive village. Its 
memorable location and distinctive charms bring 
many visitors. It is not a community in crisis, or 
one where drastic surgery is required to maintain 
safety or retain its value as place of high quality.

However, like many historic settlements, a gradual 
erosion of quality and distinctiveness is evident. 
The pressure from visitor traffic and parking 

places particular strains on the built and natural 
environment. Integrating and managing car parking, 
coping with speeds and volume of traffic whilst 

preserving the very qualities that attract visitors in 
the first place requires careful attention.

At present the pedestrian links between the existing 
car parks, the village centre, Armstrong Cottages 
and the Castle are poor. Parking management is 
incoherent, with private and public car-parks and 
on-street parking competing with one another. 
The quality of the important public spaces has 
been degraded by layers of insensitive and ill 
co-ordinated highway measures. The pedestrian 
environment suffers from higher than appropriate 
speeds and uncomfortable traffic patterns.

The yellow parking restriction markings, white 
lining, and assorted highway and directional signs 
combine to create a municipal effect, strikingly at 
odds with the unique context of the castle, and the 
modest but distinctive architecture and landscape 
of Bamburgh. The main car park in particular feels 
detached from its surroundings, while much of the 
public realm feels as though it could be anywhere.  
The entry points into the village have been blurred 
and undermine the identity and cohesion of the 
village. 

Bamburgh enjoys a clearly defined public space in 

the form of the “The Grove”, a triangular space 
of mature trees,  with a focus on a smaller linked 
grassy area at the castle end,. The Lord Crewe 
hotel and restaurant and small shop front onto the 
green, opposite the junction with The Wynding, 
creating a clear centre and heart of the village. The 
existing configuration and street details limit the 

usefulness of this and other key spaces at each of 
the corners of the triangle. A consistent approach 
to street design and highway management could 
greatly enhance such spaces.
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Key Recommendations

Our initial recommendations focus on a series 
of interrelated measures aimed at strengthening 
the relationship between the built environment 
of Bamburgh and the streets and spaces that 
constitute its public realm. Few such measures 
require major interventions, and are generally aimed 
at removing unnecessary and costly infrastructure. 
Our approach aims to:

Create a low-speed environment

Create a stronger sense of place

Improve coherence and linkages within 
the village and between car parks, castle 
and the village centre

Maximise the usage and benefits from 

existing public spaces

Highlight the entry points into the village 
to distinguish between highway and 
public realm

Rationalise the use and management of 
on-street and off-street car parking to 
benefit residents, visitors and the local 

authority.

•

•

•

•

•

•

The measures we would recommend include:
Introducing a “Controlled Parking Zone” 
to the village to reduce the need for signs 
and yellow lines, and to clarify the use of 
on-street parking provision

Carrying out a through cull of all 
unnecessary highway signage and street 
clutter

Removing centre line and stop line 
markings within the village boundaries to 
help create a low-speed environment

Improving the links and footpaths 
between key points within the village, 
the castle and the main car park. This 
will require a short new link through 
negotiating a licence with a landowner

Simplifying the highway layout in the 
centre of the village to create a more 
coherent village green

Defining clearly identifiable entry points 

at three key gateways on the approaches 
to the village.

•

•

•

•

•

•

Controlled Parking Zone entry. Petersfield, Hampshire Remove centre line markings and yellow lines

Creating a low-speed environment within the village A focus on the triangular Green as the heart of the village
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Controlled Parking

The forthcoming transfer of responsibility of 
parking management from the police to the 
local authority provides an ideal opportunity 
to introduce an established form of parking 
management used in many historic towns and 
villages. A “Controlled Parking Zone” allows on 
street parking spaces to be defined, and their use 

specified, without recourse to signs and yellow 

markings. For Bamburgh, on-street parking might 
be restricted to short-term visits and off-peak 
visitor parking. Spaces can be defined through 

the use of a locally appropriate set of materials, 
and small signs integrated with buildings or street 
furniture.  Parking is only permitted in designated 
bays.

This form of parking has been successfully 
introduced in historic villages such as Fowey 
in Cornwall, in market towns such as Bury St. 
Edmunds, Halifax, Shrewsbury and Wells, and in 
larger cities such as Bath and Glasgow. There are 
other examples in the North-West, some visited 
by members of the Parish Council.

Small parking control notices integrated with street furniture. Chester Controlled parking bays clearly identified in paving. Bristol Temple Meads



B a m b u r g h ,  N o r t h u m b e r l a n d

6

Managing Parking

Potential focus for a Controlled Parking Zone, with tight entry points Discrete signs mounted on railings or walls

Simple surface paving parking bay and kerb-mounted sign. Bristol The local whitstone setts could be adapted to define parking bays

A move towards identifying preferred on-street 
parking bays through the use of a Controlled 
Parking Zone could help ensure that most visitors 
do not seek to park within the historic core of the 
village, but use the main car parks. Discrete signs 
to comply with the legislation can be incorporated 
into the existing architecture, mounted (with 
agreement) on walls, railings or street furniture. 
We would recommend trials with local materials 
that might allow a local stone sett, such as the 
red “Whitstone”, embedded into paving to define 

appropriate spaces. The CPZ could either be 
defined within a tight boundary around The Grove, 

or widened to include the whole of the historic 
village.

Some additional signs at the entry points to the CPZ 
are required, and these could be carefully designed 
alongside other entry treatments (see page 10), 
to guide visitors to the main car parks. Within the 
village, parking restriction notices could be kept to 
the minimum required to define the preferred use 

of each set of bays. Disabled persons’ parking and 
delivery bays would be included in the on-street 
arrangements.

The lower speed environment created through 
the removal of highway measures can result 
in a reduction in carriageway widths, and a 
corresponding increase in space for parking. In 
some locations we would recommend echelon 
or diagonal parking. This might be especially 
useful around the south side of the Grove (Front 
Street), in order to establish an informal one-
way circulation pattern around The Green. We 
would not recommend a formal traffic order to 

implement a one-way system, due to the intrusive 
highway signing and marking necessary.

The intention underpinning the recommended 
approach to parking is to ensure that the maximum 
benefit for residents and businesses results from 

the inevitably limited on-street space. The CPZ 
should be designed to make parking protocols clear 
to visitors and residents alike, and to establish an 
accepted pattern of behaviour and expectations. 
This will be easier with clear local consensus for 
the principles, and the support of local residents 
and traders in guiding visitors and informally 
managing the parking arrangements, especially 
during the first few months.
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Removal of centre lines

A increasing number of highway authorities are 
choosing to remove, or not replace, centre line 
markings in order to reduce speeds and improve 
driver awareness of surrounding context. Examples 
include Wiltshire County Council in Seend and 
Latton, Shropshire County Council in Shrewsbury 
and Oswestry, Norfolk County Council in Stulkley 
and Starston, and Hampshire County Council in 
West Meon and Buriton. The Transport Research 
Laboratory’s research in 2002 demonstrated 
the speed and driver behaviour benefits of the 

removal of centre lines, and the recommendations 
were included in the “Streets for All” Practical 
Case Studies published by English Heritage with 
the Department for Transport in 2008.

We would recommend removing, or not replacing, 
centre line markings from the village gateway 
points, helping to highlight the transition between 
the higher speed context of the approach roads, 
and the low-speed context of the village centre.

The removal of centre and junction stop lines is 
particularly important in helping to reinforce a 
coherent sense of place around the village green

at the apex of the triangle opposite the Lord 
Crewe. 

The removal of centre lines complements the 
removal of yellow parking markings, and helps 
reduce the “highway” characteristics of the village 
streetscape. Their absence helps to create the 
critical low speed context, which in turn makes 
their use redundant.
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Improving links and 
connections
A careful study of pedestrian movements and 
desire lines would guide investment in clearer, 
more direct links between key parts of the village. 
The most important routes are the links between 
main car park and the castle and village centre. 
At present visitors to the village are forced to 
make a circuitous and uncomfortable route out 
of the car park away from the village, before 
following a blank wall alongside the busy road. A 
new permissive footpath across the adjoining field 

would offer visitors a pleasant and direct route, 
without interfering with the agricultural use of the 
pasture.

A worn path opposite the gate illustrates the 
informal desire line from car park to castle. Such 
direct routes could be formalised, and their 
presence recognized and highlighted by the use 
of “courtesy crossings” across the road. Such 
measures, combined with additional landscaping, 
would greatly increase the willingness of visitors 
to use the car park and enjoy the connections.

Existing car park gate - note informal path on desire line to castle

Suggested new path linking car park directly through village. Field could continue in use for grazing. Establish clear direct link to castle

Car park requires direct, attractive and clear route to the village Potential point for new gateway to connect to main car park
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Creating a coherent 
centre

It is not necessary to close Front Street to traffic, 

but the narrower dimensions and softer kerbs 
will slow traffic sufficiently to make complex road 

closures unnecessary.

The apex of the grassy triangle forming The Grove 
forms a natural centre for the community and 
focal point for visitors. The removal of superfluous 

highway elements and road markings would greatly 
enhance the role of this space, and encourage 
activity to spread across the streets and reconnect 
the space with the surrounding buildings. The 
triangle could be re-integrated with the space 
defined by the mature trees on The Grove by 

replacing the asphalt of the short connecting link 
with reinforced grass to help reduce the highway 
dominance of this critical space
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Entry points and place-
making
The final critical element involves defining clear 

“transition” spaces at the points of entry to the 
village. The change to a low speed environment 
requires a distinct change of scale, with signage 
coordinated with, and reinforcing, the driver’s 
own perceptions of entry. The approach along 
Links Road needs to help establish the connection 
between Armstrong Cottages and the village, and 
help change the characteristics of the coast road. 
The redevelopment of The Mizen Head on Lucker 
Road offers an potential entry marker, and the 
approach along Radcliffe Road might be defined 

before the church, or perhaps by highlighting the 
forecourt of the splendid Grace Darling Museum.

The entrance to the main car park, the turning up 
to the Castle, the Wynding and the entry to the 
church yard also provide opportunities for creating 
secondary places. These help to reduce the linear 
emphasis of the streetscape, and provide a simple 
punctuation marks of orientation for visitors and 
drivers.

Highlighting the start of the historic core and the entrance to the main car park, combined with the Controlled Parking Zone signage

Enhancing the character and qualities of the coast road Potential for highlighting the excellent Grace Darling Museum.
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The next steps

Bamburgh joins a rapidly growing list of communities 
committed to exploring new ways to reconcile the 
qualities of an historic environment with the realities 
of a rural life dependent on vehicles and visitor 
traffic. The current policy context and the growing 

understanding of shared space principles present 
opportunities for introducing a set of measures 
intended to create civility, safety and clarity, 
whilst maintaining access and parking provision. 
Implementation of the various measures will 
depend on local opportunities and the availability 
of resources, but can inform the actions of the 
County Council as highway authority immediately. 
None of the measures require major investment, 
new legislation or complex negotiations.

This initial study reflects the conclusions of 

discussions with the Parish Council, the broader 
community, the AONB Partnership and officers 

and members of Northumberland County 
Council. The report is intended to provide a basis 
for further detailed discussion, and a framework 
for establishing a local consensus on the way 
forward. If supported, the principles offer a means 
to pioneer a new approach towards rural traffic in 

the County, and to refine a set of principles that can 

be built on both in Bamburgh and in neighbouring 
communities. Most critically, the approach allows 
communities to play a more active and creative 
role in the management and maintenance of the 
historic public realm.

Key areas for intervention and potential improvements, including new car park links and enhanced gateways and entry points


