
The C7: A Gateway to the 
South Downs National Park
A community led, one road strategy



Gateway to the South Downs National Park
A community strategy to enhance the experience of road users of the C7 Rural Road

Our Vision
Our vision is to see traffic on 

the C7 slowed, and reduced, in 

order to strengthen links with 

the aspirations of the South 

Downs National Park.  Only by 

doing this can we be sure to 

bring enjoyment to all road users, 

stimulating growth to the rural 

economy and delivering a more 

sustainable form of living.

Introduction
The C7 is a rural road linking the historical and cultural town of Lewes to the important port at 
Newhaven, gateways to the South Downs National Park.  The port at Newhaven provides the  
only real link to Europe, through its ferry services.  Along the 5 mile route of this rural road,  
sit 7 villages: Kingston, Swanborough, Iford, Rodmell, Northease, Southease and Piddinghoe -  
together hosting a population of 1800 people. 

South Downs 
National Park

Route of the C7



With the formation of the South Downs National Park (SDNP) in 2010, a new emphasis is being 

placed on those special features the Park is charged to conserve and for people to understand 

and enjoy.  The designation as being an area worthy of protection, a National Park, is an asset 

that brings with it responsibilities and benefits as well as impacts.  There is a growing body 

of evidence that the SDNP is experiencing significantly increased numbers of visitors placing 

burdens on the existing infrastructure, as well as bringing significant economic benefits not least 

of all benefits to the local and rural economy.

Currently, the C7 is used predominantly as a link road carrying local domestic traffic. Significantly, 

however, it is also used as a ‘cut through’ for traffic commuting between the main south coast route 

of the A27 and the A259 or vice versa. In this way both the C7 and its spur road, the C324 through 

Kingston village, are used excessively. Recent measurements show that during the rush hour, 1000 

vehicles an hour use this rural road, largely to access the A27 or to commute to Lewes. Twice a 

day, rush hour, the impact of the traffic increases significantly, harming the special qualities of the 

National Park, ignoring the rural designation of the road, decreasing its potential as a safe and 

inclusive route and bringing no tangible benefits to the communities who live along it.  

In recognition of this, and with a desire to shift this emphasis of the road from nuisance to asset, 

the communities along the C7 have developed a vision that seeks to maximise the potential the 

road can bring both as a gateway to the National Park but also as a best practice example of 

how a road is an integral part of a landscape.  With this view and to maintain its full functionality 

and purpose the road needs to be accessible to all users in full reflection of the surroundings it is 

positioned in. 

This document aims to set 
out the assets of the road 
in terms of its interaction 
with history, culture and 
wildlife and show how 
measures taken to slow car 
traffic down and promote 
sustainable transport use 
will and does comply with 
objectives of the South 
Downs National Park and 
help to invigorate the local 
economy of the lower 
Ouse Valley.

What this strategy is about



The route of the C7

What sets the C7 apart from other roads in the area?  Firstly if you are a 

visitor to the National Park arriving by ferry then Newhaven is the only port 

that brings you directly to it.  Secondly is the fact that it links Newhaven 

to Lewes, taking the visitor directly into the National Park and opening 

up views along the Ouse north to Lewes and east to Mount Caburn 

and Glynde.  The route follows this ancient drove road as it edges field 

boundaries and trackways, lifting and falling tracing the slope of the 

chalk hills.

Along its five-mile route are three working farms, one vineyard, two pubs, 

three Norman churches and one Saxon age church.  There are also two 

sites of special scientific interest. In Rodmell is the former home of Virginia 

Woolf, author, and now a National Trust Property being a site of pilgrimage 

for people who wish to pay homage to her and her work. 

The road is bounded to the west by the South Downs (on top of which 

runs the national trail of the South Downs Way).  To the east, runs the 

River Ouse, tidal as far as Lewes, and until 50 years ago used for the 

transportation of goods including iron ore from the Weald of Kent, wool 

and timber and bricks made and fired in Piddinghoe.  

People have lived and worked along the Ouse Valley for 30,000 years. 

Three of the villages along its route are mentioned in the Domesday book, 

each with their own church already built and being used for worship at the 

time of recording.  Stone age, bronze age, iron age and roman artefacts 

have been found in the fields that lay beside the road and Lewes, with 

its destroyed Priory and Saxon age twittens is constantly churning up 

Medieval age artefacts.  Looking at the flood plain and the Brooks, the 

landscape shows the diggings of medieval age through to modern day 

drainage work and along the road itself, following closely the contours are 

second world war pill boxes, some almost hidden in the hedges.

With local amenities scattered along its route including coffee shops, pubs, 

petting farms, holiday accommodation and picture perfect villages the 

C7 delivers something for everyone and with access points to the South 

Downs and to the river there is as much off the beaten track as on it.

Arguably the C7 carries along its very small route more points of interest 

to satisfy more visitors than any other road in the National Park. 

“  The Downs… 
too much for one pair of 
eyes, enough to float a 
whole population in 
happiness, if only they 
would look.”

- Virginia Woolf



What People Say

An essential component of developing the story of a place is unlocking the 

embedded thoughts and memories of the people who work and live there.  

Landscapes are living places and the roads that move through them are 

as much a part of that landscape as the buildings that inhabit them or the 

trees that grow on them. Peoples’ words have the effect of grounding us, 

making us stop and slow down and take notice.  They capture the essence 

that is evaded in signs or monuments and they make the place feel real.  

With specific reference to the SDNP sustainable tourism strategy, it is quite 

clear that there is alignment with their ‘story of Englishness’ through to 

their ‘Connecting Experiences’, aspects that are reflected and reinforced in 

comments from people living on the road.

‘I remember cattle being driven along this road twice a day for milking’

‘American GI’s used to speed along this road in the war – it was great to 

see them.  If you look closely you can still see pill boxes in the hedges – 

they were scared that the invasion was going to come from Newhaven’

‘Before D Day there were tanks lined up turret to turret along this road, 

all the way back to Lewes.  Newhaven was the embarkation point.’

 ‘You would be surprised at the number of cyclists who use it’

‘it’s a shame that its become so busy, we seem to have lost something – 

it would be lovely to get it back’

There are a broad range of historical and cultural references 
locked into the form and route of the road that help to create the 
‘sense of place’ for both visitors and residents alike.  Aspects still 
remain – pill boxes from the war, views of church steeples, ancient 
drove ways leading onto the downs, former schools alongside 
walled manor houses.  



Wildlife along the C7

Both a working and a natural landscape, the route of the C7 slip between 

the two seamlessly, suggesting deep linkages with the, reinforcing heritage 

and stimulating creativity. 

Two sites of special scientific interest (SSSI) lie on the route of the C7; 

one rich in downland flora and fauna, the other a wetland environment, 

rich in birdlife and invertebrates.  The latter located on the flood plain of 

the River Ouse, between Lewes and Southease is called the Brooks.  The 

Brooks support a wide diversity of invertebrates, with water beetles being 

particularly well represented. There are also several rare snails, flies and 

moths. The ditches which cut through the river alluvium on the floodplain 

vary in salinity from fresh spring fed ditches in the west, to brackish water 

adjacent to the tidal River Ouse. This variation together with the cyclical 

clearing of ditches produces a mosaic of habitats, which support a wide 

diversity of invertebrates.

Kingston Escarpment comprises two separate areas of chalk downland 

on the steep scarp slopes south of Kingston. This site is important for its 

chalk grassland, a habitat type which is rapidly becoming rarer owing to 

widespread agricultural improvement, and for the rich invertebrate fauna 

the grassland supports including a rare grasshopper and an uncommon 

chalk downland butterfly; orchids are prevalent.

In addition to the SSSI’s, the route along the C7 takes 
in landscapes that vary in character from estuary and 
coastal influence through to chalk downland and scarp 
slopes, farmed river valleys, and water meadow.



Between the two main points of access and egress from the C7, Lewes and 

Newhaven, a significant disparity in wealth and opportunity exists.  Lewes is the 

most affluent of the two and accounts for nearly half the district’s employment.  

The high level of public sector employment in the town has offered it a relative 

protection from the economic downturn.  Supporting this its strong cultural 

heritage has attracted high earning residents, which has expanded growth 

especially in the retail and hospitality sectors. 

Newhaven, unlike Lewes is relatively dependent upon traditional manufacturing 

employment and has suffered from significant job losses in recent years.  

Deprivation in Newhaven is relatively high, making disposable incomes low.  

Whilst its cultural identity is less pronounced than for Lewes it still has a rich 

maritime and military history that offers a significant potential for future tourism. 

The rural parts of the district have seen agricultural businesses having to 

diversify and the traditional ‘agricultural’ sector becoming less important as 

a source of local employment.  The rural economy, along the route of the C7, 

benefits from the ‘high quality’ physical environment (the landscape) and 

the role of agricultural businesses has changed to become custodians of the 

countryside, building on the growth in rural tourism.  Changes in technology 

have also facilitated the development of remote working, which has allowed 

people in rural areas to work from home.   

The SDNP reports that tourism is growing.  Just over three quarters of the 

46 million visitor days to the National Park were day visits, which reflects an 

absence of overnight accommodation.  Overall accommodation is scarce in the 

Park – an area for further growth evidenced.  Of the 5 youth hostels in the Park,

the Ouse Valley hosted two (Telscombe is now closed). Holiday lodges are 

being developed at Swanborough, informal accommodation in the form of Air 

BnB and traditional BnB is present along the valley.

Importantly in a tourism survey Visitors reported that their overall enjoyment 

was classed as ‘high’ or ‘very high’ and that this enjoyment was largely as 

a result of a sense of peace and quietness and the beauty of the natural 

landscape.

Newhaven as compared to Lewes has significant issues with 
sustaining a vibrant economy.  A vision that sees it as a gateway 
to the National Park and a gateway to Europe is one that can 
promote confidence in its future.  For the villages along the C7 
the rural economy is important – home working and tourism have 
been identified as key to ensuring a long term sustainable future.

The people who live 
and work here



Alignment with the National Park

The National Park has two purposes as defined by government.

Purpose 1: To conserve and enhance the natural beauty, wildlife and 

cultural heritage of the area

Purpose 2: To promote opportunities for the understanding and 

enjoyment of the special qualities of the National Park by the public – 

Diverse, inspirational landscapes and breathtaking views; A rich variety 

of wildlife including rare and internationally important species; Tranquil 

and unspoilt places; An environment shaped by centuries of farming and 

embracing new enterprise; Great opportunities for recreational activities 

and learning experiences; Well conserved historical features and a rich 

cultural heritage; Distinctive towns and villages and communities with real 

pride in their area. 

The National Park Authority also has a socio-economic duty - ‘(it) shall 

seek to foster the economic and social well-being of local communities 

within the National Park’ ..(whilst delivering on its purposes)

Within this the SDNP has seven sustainable tourism objectives to address;

•  To improve visitor experience

•  To diversify tourism

•  To share the social and economic benefits

•  To encourage and support sustainability best practice

•  To encourage change in travel behaviour

•   To encourage a greater sense of custodianship (and improve the 

experience of tourism for residents)

•   To raise visitor spend levels that contributes more widely to the 

economy of the National Park

It is envisaged that these objectives will be (in part or in whole) met by;

•   Enabling sustainable travel – working with partners to promote a  

modal shift from the use of the car to more sustainable forms of  

public transport

•  Encouraging business development 

•   Promoting and embedding knowledge and custodianship – in order to 

provide a more informed local experience and sense of ownership.

Translating these into four visitor themes – Adventure Land, Cultural Land, 

Natural Land and Working Land – gives the SDNP the opportunity to start 

to explore projects and delivery vehicles against which to deliver against 

its prescribed objectives.

When viewed in the context of the visitor themes it is quite clear that 

the C7 has the potential to promote both the Cultural Land through 

its linkages with the history of the road and Virginia Woolf and also to 

respond with relevance to the Natural and Working Land themes.   

‘……….opportunities will exist for everyone to discover, enjoy, 
understand and value the National Park.  Its special qualities 
will underpin the economic and social well being of the 
communities in and around it, which will be more self sustaining 
and empowered to shape their own future.  Its villages and 
market towns will be thriving centres for residents, visitors and 
businesses and supporting the rural community….’

2015 vision statement for the South Downs National Park



There is a very clear resonance between the terminology adopted by SDNP in 

the description of themes and subjects that it uses to describe the attraction 

the National Park offers to its visitors and the description that can be applied 

to the incredibly rich and diverse character of the landscape through which 

this downland road moves.  There is the ‘rich variety of wildlife and habitats 

including rare and internationally important species’.  There are the ‘tranquil 

unspoilt places and diverse inspirational landscapes and breath taking views’, 

and there are the ‘well conserved historical features and a rich cultural heritage 

and distinctive towns and villages, and communities with pride in their area’.  

The humble C7 captures it all.

South Downs National Park Visitor Themes

Adventure Land
A theme aimed at 

being active in the 

great outdoors: 

exploring the National 

Park widely and taking 

part in adventure 

based activities

Cultural Land
A theme that 

celebrates the 

cultural contribution 

of the National Park 

to English Culture 

through literature, art, 

folklore, music and key 

historical characters 

and landscapes

Natural Land
A theme that proudly 

celebrates the natural 

beauty and wildlife of 

the National Park and 

advises why this is a 

special place

Working Land
A theme that focuses 

on the busy working 

landscape of the South 

Downs through farming 

practices, food/drink 

and traditional rural skills 

and crafts



Statement of intent
We will engage with, and seek support from relevant private and  

public-sector organisations who can help us deliver our vision and bring 

inspirational change to the C7.  Taking the lead from the publication 

‘Roads in the South Downs’, we would like to see speeds reduced and 

accessibility increased for all users by conserving and enhancing the 

attractive rural nature of the road.  The road is an asset we wish to 

share strengthening the existing rural economy by nurturing tourism and 

enhancing the experience of those who wish to use this road with us.

How we will do this
1.  We will engage extensively and build on the support already received 

for the creation of this strategy.

2  We will commission a whole road strategy from a transport consultant 

that will be asked to offer recommendations for delivering speed 

reductions.  Each Parish will be asked to contribute to this study.

3  Following a review of the recommendations from the consultants 

report,  funding will then be sought to allow us to move into a ‘delivery’ 

phase

4.  Monitoring and learning – the development of a monitoring and 

learning plan to ensure positive impact is understood, reported 

and strengthened.

Closing statement

With the C7 mostly being used as a cut through it is clear that 
it offers no mechanisms, in its current state for supporting the 
delivery of the policies, plans and aspirations of the National 
Park.  Its status as a rural road is being reduced to insignificance.  
Communities along its route are prevented from tapping into the 
potential that visitors to the Park brings, safety is compromised 
as traffic increases and the very fabric of the Park, the appeal 
which is the main attraction for visitors – tranquil, unspoilt places 
– is undermined and de-valued.  The road in its current form is 
recognised by the communities as not being fit for purpose and 
change is needed.  Only with this change, it is felt, can the true 
potential of the road be realised so that its status is raised from 
rat run to gateway of the South Downs National Park.

Looking ahead





Contact details:

Joe Attwood:   07538 231 203

 

joeattwood@futureproofcic.com

This document has been prepared and produced in consultation with POLO 

(Parishes of the Lower Ouse) and in consultation with individual parishioners.


