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INTRODUCTION TO LANDSCAPE

A guide for the non -specialist to aid the 
understanding, assessment and future planning 

of rural landscapes, with a focus on Scotland

All the diagrams are created using 
the basic elements below

Part 1: Describing Landscapes

Part 2: Landscape Change

Part 3: Assessing Landscapes

Part 4: Perceptions of Landscape

Part 5: Planning Future Landscapes

The Council of EuropeɅs 
European Landscape Convention , to which Scotland is a 
signatory, sets the context for the conservation of landscapes

NatureScot (previously Scottish Natural Heritage) is the 
government agency responsible for landscape policy in 
Scotland
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Describing and mapping landscapes is a relatively objective process

PART 1

DESCRIBING LANDSCAPES

https://www.fenton.scot/landscape.htm
mailto:ecology@fenton.scot
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INDIVIDUAL COMPONENTS OF LANDSCAPES
Can also be called ɄFeaturesɅ or ɄElementsɅLandform

i.e. the shape of the land

Landform is natural at the large scale, but can 
be shaped by man at the small scale

Landform is the substrate for the other 
components

All these components 
observed by humans, 

together comprise 
Ʉthe landscapeɅ

Definition of landscape from the European 
Landscape Convention, Council of Europe, 2000

ɈAn area, as perceived by people, whose 
character is the result of the action and 
interaction of natural &/or human factors.ɉ

1. 
DESCRIBING

Water body: can be natural or artificial

Natural components
i.e. created by nature

Artificial/cultural components 
i.e. created by humans, artifacts

Scenery is the aesthetic appeal of the landscape and 
comprises only that which is perceived through the eyes, 
i.e. what a camera would capture

Landscape has a wider definition and includes the less 
tangible aspects of the land such as its historical 
associations, sense of wildness, challenge for recreation 
or economic benefit

1. 
DESCRIBING
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ATTRIBUTES Examples of attributes of landscapes

Examples of attributes of landscape components

An attribute is a description of a component of landscape, or of the 
landscape as a whole

Good condition

Poor condition

Tall

Short

Natural

Artificial

Modern

Ancient

Field boundaries of hedges

Field boundaries of stone

Red

Green

Rough landform

Smooth landform

Undeveloped

Developed

Enclosed

Open

1. 
DESCRIBING

1. 
DESCRIBING
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TYPES OF LANDSCAPES

Components ɀnatural

Pattern of components ɀnatural

Components ɀartificial & natural

Pattern of components ɀartificial
(excepting gross landform & clouds) 

A NATURAL LANDSCAPE

Pattern of components shaped only by 
natural forces (natural origin): Wild Land

A CULTURAL LANDSCAPE

Pattern of components shaped by human 
activity (cultural origin)

1. 
DESCRIBING

1. 
DESCRIBING
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EXAMPLES OF DIFFERENT TYPES OF RURAL LANDSCAPE

Natural
ɀPattern shaped by natural forces

Restoration upland
ɀPattern shaped by conscious effort of 
ecological ɄrestorationɅ

Cultural extensive
ɀPattern shaped by human activity 
without importation of energy/fertilisers

Designed Landscape
ɀPattern created for aesthetic reasons

Cultural intensive
ɀModern intensive landscape: pattern 
shaped by human activity with 
importation of energy/fertilisers
ɀϥncludes upland Ʉrenewable energyɅ 
landscapes

Wild land, no/few artifacts present

Target-driven landscape design based on ɄrestorationɅ 
of open ground, particularly woodland creation

ɄTraditionalɅ landscapes, pre-dating 20 th century 
intensification of farming and forestry (although post -
dating the earlier Ʉagricultural improvementɅ)

Often with a large number of landscape components, 
high wildlife value, and Ʉorganically-evolvedɅ 
vernacular buildings

Simplification of landscapes, with fewer 
components, larger field systems, 
commercial conifer plantations and loss 
of any link to vernacular building styles

Often with visible renewable energy 
infrastructure

Generally such designed landscapes have been 
created as settings for large houses and castles

Also includes planned towns/villages from the 
18th & 19 th centuries, and some 21 st century 
new towns such as Tornagrain in Moray 

Characteristic landscape attributes

1. 
DESCRIBING

1. 
DESCRIBING
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WILD LAND Land with only natural components (natural landscapes, wild land)

Man-made structures are detractors from wild land

NatureScot has identified Wild Land Areas , the core 
areas of remaining wild land

Click here for NatureScotɅs policies for wild land & 
descriptions of the Wild Land Areas (and also for 
Scottish Government policy)

A larger extent of remote and 
wild land

A small area of land that is wild
with respect to its surroundings

Wild land can be defined as uninhabited and often 
relatively inaccessible countryside where the influence of 
human activity on the character and quality of the 
environment has been minimal

Across many Scottish landscapes remaining areas 
of  wild land tends to be localised

1. 
DESCRIBING

1. 
DESCRIBING

https://www.nature.scot/professional-advice/landscape/landscape-policy-and-guidance/landscape-policy-wild-land
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MIXED LANDSCAPES: A combination of Natural & Cultural

Commonly in Scotland the pattern of components has originated 
from a combination of natural and human influences

Hill & upland landscapes tend to have 
more components of natural origin

Lowland landscapes tend to have more 
components of artificial origin

"Landscape protection " means actions to 
conserve and maintain the significant or 
characteristic features of a landscape, justified 
by its heritage value derived from its natural 
configuration and/or from human activity

From the European Landscape Convention

Note: although some components may be 
natural ( e.g. trees), their pattern in the 
landscape may be the result of human 
(cultural) activity. Spruce trees, for example, 
are indigenous to North America, not Scotland

10

1. 
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1. 
DESCRIBING
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LANDSCAPE CHARACTER ASSESSMENT: Mapping landscapes

The first step in describing the character of 
the landscape is to identify the different 
physical components

Areas with similar patterns of components 
are mapped together as a particular
Landscape Character Type

Landscape Character Assessment
is the process of identifying and mapping the 
different landscape character types in an area

An example Scottish 
landscape with both 
natural and artificial 
components (features)

Rolling hills 
with energy 
infrastructure

Forestry 
plantations

Farmland

Settlement

Rugged & 
wild hill

1. 
DESCRIBING

1. 
DESCRIBING

Further information about the process of 
Landscape Character Assessment and a 
description of the different Landscape 
Character Types can be found on the 
NatureScot website

https://www.nature.scot/professional-advice/landscape/landscape-character-assessment/scottish-landscape-character-types-map-and-descriptions


CONTENTS INDEX12

REGIONAL DISTINCTIVENESS

Each part of Scotland has its own distinctive landscapes, reflecting different histories, soils and climates

Examples of two similar landscapes, but showing regional distinctiveness

1. 
DESCRIBING

1. 
DESCRIBING
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DESIGN

The distinctiveness between different parts of Scotland is often because of different styles of design of structures

Hence, maintaining such vernacular design styles will help maintain regional distinctiveness

The ratio of height to length/width is different in the two localities: 
each has its distinctive style of design

Notice also that the vegetation is different on the two areas: one 
dominated by broadleaved trees, one by conifers

Design guidance identifies the characteristic design styles of a locality, and is used by local 
authorities to help guide new development, ensuring regional distinctiveness is not lost 

A Village Design Statement identifies the characteristic design styles of a village; this can 
be used to ensure new development is in keeping with existing character. See for example 
the Village Design Statement for Glencaple in Dumfries & Galloway

See also page 53 below

1. 
DESCRIBING

1. 
DESCRIBING

https://www.dumgal.gov.uk/media/22144/Glencaple-Village-Design-Statement/pdf/Glencaple_Village_Design_Statement.pdf?m=637098377456300000
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NATIONAL DISTINCTIVENESS

Scottish landscapes have their own distinctive vernacular architecture and also their own distinctive 
vegetation pattern . For examples, the Scottish landscape has stone buildings with woodland rare in the 
landscape; the Norwegian landscape, in contrast, has wooden buildings and abundant woodland

Examples of two similar landscapes, but showing national distinctiveness

The Scottish upland landscape is characterised by open 
hills with only isolated woodland, and stone houses

The Norwegian upland landscape is characterised by 
abundant, continuous woodland and wooden houses

An aim of the European Landscape Convention is to prevent 
the general homogenisation of landscapes, whether at the 
regional or national level; i.e. to reverse the trend to make 
everywhere look the same

1. 
DESCRIBING

1. 
DESCRIBING
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LANDSCAPE CAPACITY

1. Original landscape

Landscapes can cope with a degree of change or development 
without a change to their character. 

2. New development at a scale to 
maintain the character of the landscape

3. New development has now exceeded 
the capacity of the landscape to absorb it, 
resulting in a different, and perhaps less 
preferred, landscape character type

However, if development causes the landscape character to 
change, then the landscape capacity has been exceeded

A landscape capacity study is a study that identifies 
how much scope there is for new development, 
without affecting the landscape character

See also Landscape Sensitivity and Visual Impact 
Assessment below on page 32

1. 
DESCRIBING

1. 
DESCRIBING

NatureScot has produced a toolkit for 
producing a Land Capacity Study available 
on the NatureScot website

https://www.nature.scot/guide-commissioning-landscape-capacity-study-toolkit
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Landscapes are not static but change over time

PART 2

Landscape Change

mailto:ecology@fenton.scot


CONTENTS INDEX17

LANDSCAPE & HISTORY

All the components of an area have a history behind them

Relating the current pattern to the past land use is called Historic Landuse 
Assessment ; often similar landscape character types have similar histories

See Historic Environment ScotlandɅs websiteand NatureScotɅs websitefor more 
information on how the historic environment is taken into account

The landscape character here reflects a mixture of 
traditional and modern development, with most 
traces of previous land use slowly disappearing

The landscape character here still reflects 
an 19 th century field pattern

Landscapes have:

A geological history (laying down of rocks)

A geomorphological history (subsequent development of 
landforms and soils)

An ecological history (natural development of vegetation and 
animal populations since the end of the ice age)

A landuse history (how the land has been used and managed)

A social history (people and cultures on the land)

Only this area retains its 
original natural character

Rugged & wild hill

Forestry 
plantations

Farmland

Settlement

Rolling hills 
with energy 
infrastructure

A landscape reflecting traditional livestock 
grazing now overlain with energy infrastructure

The original natural 
character of open moorland 
and native woodland now 
changed to one dominated 
by modern forestry 
plantation

The stone wall is a relict feature 
from the eighteenth century

2. 
CHANGE

2. 
CHANGE

https://www.historicenvironment.scot/archives-and-research/publications/publication/?publicationId=8786ca51-7d16-474a-83cc-a5af009ae53d
https://www.nature.scot/professional-advice/landscape/landscape-policy-and-guidance/landscape-historic-environment
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INDICATORS OF CHANGE

To find out the rate of landscape change, some components 
can be chosen as indicators , which are measured over time; 
some examples are given below

See NatureScotɅs websitefor some of the indicators of 
landscape change used by NatureScot

Length of intact stone walls

Extent of wildlife sites 
(natural/semi -natural habitat)

Number of mature trees/ area 
of woodland

Number of houses/ 
area of housing

Number of artifacts visible 
from a given viewpoint

Extent of wild land
(land without artifacts)

18

2. 
CHANGE

2. 
CHANGE

https://www.nature.scot/scotlands-indicators-landscape
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LANDSCAPE CHANGE: Natural to cultural
Landscapes are not static, but change over time

A natural landscape (before humans 
colonised)

Over time natural landscapes are 
transformed into cultural landscapes , 

with a dominance of cultural features 
(artifacts) in most places

Landscape transformation continues 
into the present day

2. 
CHANGE

2. 
CHANGE
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LANDSCAPE CHANGE:  Cultural to natural
Although the trend for landscape change is generally from natural 
to cultural, if land is abandoned, and natural forces once more 
determine the landscape pattern , then a natural landscape could 
re-emerge

Land now abandoned, and 
nature once more in charge

Relict cultural landscape 
persisting in this area, where 

structures are still visible

Inhabited, largely cultural  landscape

2. 
CHANGE

2. 
CHANGE
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FORCES CAUSING LANDSCAPE CHANGE

Access & recreation
ɀIncreasing use of vehicles in the countryside, 

and continual construction of new tracks
ɀIntensification of grouse moor management

Climate
ɀClimate change: impact uncertain
ɀIncreasing intervention & infrastructure for climate mitigation

Forestry
ɀContinual expansion onto 

open ground
ɀIncreasing mechanisation & 

upgrading of access tracks

Renewable energy
ɀIncreasing extraction of energy from 
natural flows: wind, water, waves
ɀAssociated tracks & quarries
ɀNew energy crops

Agriculture
ɀMarginal areas increasingly uneconomic
ɀIntensification of remaining farms & crofts
ɀIncreasing use of agri -environment schemes

Housing & development
ɀIncrease in number of households
ɀGeneric new development not in keeping with regional 

distinctiveness
ɀContinual urbanisation of rural areas/settlements

Pylons/masts
ɀNew/upgraded powerlines for 

renewable energy schemes
ɀNew telecommunication masts

Tourist development
ɀContinual pressure for tourist 

development in scenic areas

Wild land
ɀContinual attrition through new structures

Ecology & nature conservation
ɀContinual loss of natural/semi -natural habitats
ɀSpread of bracken in upland margins
ɀIncrease in deer fences to protect native woodland
ɀContinual loss of open ground to native woodland expansion
ɀContinual spread of alien species

Historic environment
ɀContinual loss of historic features

2. 
CHANGE

2. 
CHANGE
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LOSS OF REGIONAL DISTINCTIVENESS

Modern development can result in regional distinctiveness being lost, so that 
everywhere looks the same: homogenisation of landscapes

=

2. 
CHANGE

2. 
CHANGE
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LANDSCAPE CHANGE: ATTRITION

Loss of character arises from an accumulation of small changes and results in a general homogenisation of landscapes ɀof a 
loss of regional distinctiveness

Landscape Capacity Studies can help identify the amount of change that can take place without affecting the character

Landscapes change their character over time 
through the accumulation of many changes ɀ
which can in themselves be small: attrition

2. 
CHANGE

2. 
CHANGE

NatureScot has produced a toolkit for 
producing a Land Capacity Study 
available on the NatureScot website

https://www.nature.scot/guide-commissioning-landscape-capacity-study-toolkit
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LANDSCAPE CHANGE: LOSS OF WILD LAND THROUGH ATTRITION

Before humans colonised, the whole landscape was wild: i.e. composed entirely of natural components with landscape change 
purely through natural processes. However, as humans have colonised the landscape over the millennia, managed the land, and 
added infrastructure, the extent of wild land has declined until nowadays it is restricted to the remoter, mountainous region s. 

The whole landscape as wild land before human 
colonisation

Area of wild land is within the red line, 
showing slow attrition of wild land ɀa 

process which continues to this day

Wild land

2. 
CHANGE

2. 
CHANGE

See NatureScotɅs websitefor their 
policy on wild land

https://www.nature.scot/professional-advice/landscape/landscape-policy-and-guidance/landscape-policy-wild-land
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Some landscapes have more appeal than others

However, unlike describing landscapes as shown in Part 1, assessing 
the appeal and quality of landscapes is a subjective process

PART 3

ASSESSING LANDSCAPES

https://www.fenton.scot/landscape.htm
mailto:ecology@fenton.scot
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LANDSCAPE PREFERENCES

Landform is an important element in human preferences ɀthe 
scenery of complex landforms tends to be more appealing

The presence of water (coasts, lochs, rivers) also tends to make 
landscapes more appealing, as indicated by its attraction to 
tourists or its influence on house prices

Rugged, complex scenery tends to be 
more appealing to the modern eye, as 
indicated by their attraction to tourists

But this has not always been the case in 
the past

Scenery with little topographic variety 
tends to be less appealing

Identifying the different landscape types in an area is a relatively 
objective process ( Landscape Character Assessment , see page 11
above) ɀwhich does not attempt to say that one type is better or 
worse than another

However, in practice we do prefer some landscapes over others ɀ
but trying to pin down what it is in the these landscapes that makes 
us prefer them can be difficult

3. 
ASSESSING

3. 
ASSESSING
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LANDSCAPE QUALITY

The word ɄqualityɅ is used with two distinct, but related meanings:

a. ɄQualityɅ = high quality

ɈThis is a quality landscapeɉ, ɈThis landscape is noted for its 
scenic qualityɉ, ɈThis landscape is noted for the quality of its 
lightɉɎ

ϥn these cases the word ɄhighɅ is implicit

b. ɄQualityɅ= a perception of the landscape, or landscape 
component, which can be perceived within a range low to high

ɈThis landscape is noted for its high scenic qualityɉ, ɈThis 
landscape has a low scenic qualityɉɎ

From NatureScot (SNH) Landscape Policy Framework 2005

Scenic quality

The aesthetic value placed on the landscape, based primarily on 
the visual senses. This value is not absolute and tends to reflect 
prevailing ideas about which landscapes offer a particular 
aesthetic.

Landscape qualities

Less tangible and experiential aspects of a landscape, such as the 
appreciation of its beauty or history, its sense of wildness or its 
challenge for recreation. While these qualities are dependent on 
individual perception, they are commonly recognised and valued 
by people.

ɄQualityɅ is a word often associated with landscapes, and is based on a subjective assessment of the attributes of the landscape

ɄThis is a poor quality landscapeɅ
In practice this means it is a less preferred type 
of landscape, in this case because of the lack of 
natural features such as trees which might 
soften the artificial elements

ɄThis is a high quality landscapeɅ
In practice this means it is a preferred, in this 
case because of the presence of enhancers of 
landscape quality such as trees and water

Some landscapes, which have been 
designated for their scenic beauty, 
have special qualities : attributes 
which have resulted in their 
aesthetic appeal. See page 52 below

3. 
ASSESSING

3. 
ASSESSING

https://www.nature.scot/professional-advice/landscape/framework-landscape-policy
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DESIGNATION OF HIGH QUALITY LANDSCAPES

We may want to give extra protection to landscapes that are deemed to be of high quality. If they are nationally
important they are designated as National Scenic Areas

If they are important at the regional or local level they are given by local authorities a local landscape designation , 
such as an ɄArea of Great Landscape ValueɅ

Extensive areas of wild land have been identified as Wild Land Areas

Landscapes designed for aesthetic appeal, particularly from the 18 th and 19 th centuries, are termed 
Designed Landscapes

Aesthetically appealing areas of 
settlements with vernacular buildings 
can be designated a Conservation 
Area by local authorities

Aesthetically appealing areas 
around large houses can be 
designated Designed Landscapes
by Historic Environment Scotland

Aesthetically appealing parts of Scotland 
can be designated National Scenic 
Areas by the Scottish Government

Locally valued landscapes can be 
given a Local Landscape 
Designation by local authorities

Extensive areas of wild land 
can be labelled Wild Land 
Areas by NatureScot

3. 
ASSESSING

3. 
ASSESSING

Links to further information 
on NatureScot website:

National Scenic Areas

Local Landscape 
Designations

Wild Land Areas

Historic Environment 
Scotland website:

Designed Landscapes

https://www.nature.scot/professional-advice/protected-areas-and-species/protected-areas/national-designations/national-scenic-areas
https://www.nature.scot/professional-advice/protected-areas-and-species/protected-areas/local-designations/local-landscape-areas
https://www.nature.scot/wild-land-area-descriptions
https://www.historicenvironment.scot/advice-and-support/listing-scheduling-and-designations/gardens-and-designed-landscapes/
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DETRACTORS OF LANDSCAPE QUALITY

A cultural landscape of high appeal to many people

"Landscape quality ɉis a subjective assessment of the appeal 
of a given landscape

Detractors are components which detract from the quality (appeal) 
of the landscape

Some would see the addition of pylons as detractors , as they 
are not in keeping with the landscape character

3. 
ASSESSING

3. 
ASSESSING
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ENHANCERS OF LANDSCAPE QUALITY

Components that improve a landscapeɅs (quality) appeal are 
called enhancers

The addition of trees has resulted in a landscape character that many 
people would prefer ɀthe trees are enhancers

The scenery of this landscape is not softened by the presence of 
natural components, and is probably less appealing to people than 
the one on the previous page

In practice, people have preferences for certain types of scenery

Sometimes the word quality is used in relation to 
landscape preferences:

The statement Ɉthis is apoor quality landscapeɉ in 
practice means it is a less preferred landscape

The statement Ɉthis is a good quality landscapeɉ 
in practice means it is a  preferred landscape

3. 
ASSESSING

3. 
ASSESSING
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If applied to the landscape as a whole the word ɄconditionɅ only has 
meaning in relation to a desired condition of the landscape as 
illustrated below

Here, Ɉthis landscape is in poor conditionɉ 
has meaning if the desired state is wild 
land , but there are currently detractors,
such as masts

Here, Ɉthis landscape is in poor conditionɉ has 
meaning if the desired state is an early 19 th century 
farmed landscape, with all its components in good 
condition (dykes, hedges, byres, farmhouses)

An urban landscape might be 
deemed to be in Ɉpoor conditionɉ if 
there is little greenspace and few 
trees to enhance the landscape

This is sometimes called 
a Ʉpoor qualityɅlandscape

CONDITION

31

Here, Ɉthis landscape is in good 
conditionɉ has meaning if the desired 
state is the original 18 th century 
Designed Landscape with its original 
components in good condition

AɄhigh qualityɅ landscape

The quality of a landscape can also relate to its condition : Ɉϥs the 
current landscape in good ɄconditionɅ? Or inɄpoor conditionɅ?ɉ

Good condition

Poor condition

Assessing the condition of a landscape component is 
more straightforward than assessing the condition of 
the landscape as whole

In this case the condition of the wall is an 
attribute of this landscape component

3. 
ASSESSING

3. 
ASSESSING
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LANDSCAPE SENSITIVITY & VISUAL IMPACT

Landscapes with a high sensitivity are particularly vulnerable to the change; low sensitivity landscapes are more robust to change

The visual impact of one new house will be higher in 
this landscape (currently wild land); the landscape has 
a high sensitivity and a low capacity for change

The visual impact of one new house will be lower 
in this landscape; the landscape has a low 
sensitivity and a high capacity for change

The visual impact is the effect of development, land use or land 
management change on the appearance of the landscape

Visual impacts can be positive (enhancers) or negative 
(detractors); Visual Impact Assessment is the process of 
assessing such impact

3. 
ASSESSING

3. 
ASSESSING

See NatureScot website for further information on Landscape 
Sensitivity Studies and Visual Impact Assessment

https://www.nature.scot/professional-advice/landscape/landscape-tools-and-techniques/landscape-sensitivity-studies
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Different people perceive the same landscape differently

PART 4

PERCEPTIONS OF LANDSCAPE

https://www.fenton.scot/landscape.htm
mailto:ecology@fenton.scot
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PERCEPTIONS OF LANDSCAPE 1

Scenery is the term 
used to describe what 

we see through our 
eyes

Although the physical components of the landscape are the same for 
everyone, different people perceive landscape in different ways

To the specialist, the landscape is the 
scenery together with the 
associations in peopleɅs minds

Crops, food, 
income

Home, family, 
song, dance

Timber, energy, 
shooting, jobs

Holidays, walking, 
away from cities, 
wildness

Depopulation, 
Clearances, 
empty glens

The same scenery may be interpreted differently by different people

4. 
PERCEPTION

4. 
PERCEPTION








































