Guidance for Assessment of Effects on Special Landscape Qualities
Response from Landscape Institute Scotland, July 2024

1. Have you used a former draft of the SLQ guidance and if so, for what type of development or land use change?

The Landscape Institute (LI) is the chartered body for the landscape profession, providing a professional home for all landscape practitioners including landscape scientists, landscape planners, landscape architects, landscape managers and urban designers.

The LI are responding to this consultation on behalf of our members in Scotland, representing their various views and experiences of using the draft SLQ guidance.


2. What parts of the guidance do you think work well and would you like to be kept in the final guidance? 
The LI strongly welcomes the consultation on AESLQs, as although there has been ‘working draft’ guidance available since November 2018 to guide the LVIA process, this has lacked status. We hope that the final guidance will provide a more robust and widely recognised tool for landscape professionals. 
We particularly welcome the proportionate approach to the AESLQ, which considers the significance and scale of proposed developments, and the potential impact on the landscape. This should ensure that the process is thorough and robust without being overly complex or burdensome.
The narrative approach to assessment (as opposed to over reliance on ‘quantitative’ or ‘formulaic’ approach) is also welcome and in line with GLVIA. However, GLVIA recognises that LVIA is a combination of qualitative and quantitative / objective assessment, and we support that where appropriate the latter of these remains to have a useful place in LVIA and AESLQs.
We welcome this review and look forward to staying updated on the development of the new guidance.

3. When reviewing the guidance how understandable and easy did you find it? Please provide detail highlighting any suggestions or comments you might have including if the guidance strike the right level of detail for the types of project you would use it for.

We appreciate the level of thought and detail that has been included in the guidance and recognise the hard work that has gone into this. We have included several key points on how we think the guidance could be made clearer however, including how this can be better linked with the wider policy agenda.

As part of the introduction to how the guidance should be used, it would be useful to include an overview of the planning policy and legal framework which will guide the assessment of special qualities. This could include:
· A description of how assessments relate to the National Parks / NSAs and their protection and management.

· Reference to relevant policies within the National Planning Policy (NPF4) in relation to National Park Plans, and additional relevant policies in adjacent local planning authority areas, recognising that these will be subject to change.

· Guidance on key tests that relate to the statutory duties of National Parks / NSA’s and different forms of development, accompanied by some relevant examples. It is our opinion that the AESLQ should be restricted to the identification of significant effects and should not be encouraged to go beyond the scope of EIA and attempt to make planning judgements on ‘integrity’ ‘acceptability’ or an ‘alternative policy test’ as appears to be described in the document.

In terms of making the guidance more understandable, we would also appreciate that the following points are considered:
· Additional guidance is needed on how the AESLQ should judge the baseline landscape change and management in a National Park. It would be useful for example to include plans mapping out areas where it is intended that woodland cover should be increased, or moorland be restored.

· We agree that the AESLQ draws from the range of material within the LVIA, adding to existing knowledge from the LVIA assessment, and shouldn’t repeat or ‘double count’ the work of the LVIA, however in reference to Figure 1 of the guidance, The AESLQ should be considered as part of that overall process or ‘within’ a larger ‘bubble’ on Figure 1 that is LVIA.  LVIA assesses landscape (landscape character, landscape characteristics / elements and features and landscape designations) and visual (views and visual amenity). LVIA should be considered as the main assessment document of which AESLQ and others such as Wild Land Assessment are specialist sub-topics / subjects.

· The use of the term sensitivity is missing from the guidance and assessment, to describe a combination of value and susceptibility. It is agreed that the SLQs are likely to be of high value, and that the susceptibility of SLQs to development change will be variable, it is however the combination of these that provides a judgement of receptor sensitivity (Explained in narrative terms), and this approach is consistent with GLVIA. The AESLQ appears to take account of ‘high value’ at the start of the assessment and then switches to ‘susceptibility’, before basing the final consideration on ‘high value’ just prior to determining significance.  No mention of sensitivity is made, and the approach appears to double count ‘high value’. The final guidance should ensure that there is more clarity on this point. 

· Throughout the guidance there is reference to 'Landscape and visual impacts' which have very different meanings, and it is also unclear how landscape character is defined. It is extremely important that the 'visual' element is considered as only one aspect of both 'landscape' and 'character', and recognition is given to the diverse nature of landscape which includes all land and sea, geology, topography, micro-climate, ecosystems and soils. A definition is needed which reflects that landscape character is made up of these elements and the way in which humanity has settled on and managed them over time.

· The draft guidance specifies that it is not the ‘number’ of receptors (people) that directly inform the assessment and this approach is consistent with GLVIA, however it is important to separate landscape and visual assessment. Factors that relate to value and susceptibility (combined to provide a judgement on sensitivity) are different for landscape receptors and visual receptors, and also vary when experienced at night.

· The issue of ‘scope’ could be made clearer within the guidance; Developments within a National Park / NSA appear to only require assessment that covers the whole or part of the designation, but not to extend beyond its boundary; whereas development beyond the boundary will “only extend to the boundary of the NSA or NP” (Presumably the area within the NP / NSA boundary). As the “assessment must consider the contribution of the landscape beyond the boundary, where it influences the experience of the SLQs”, it is not clear whether this latter requirement only applies to development outside the NP / NSA and whether there are different levels of testing required. We would appreciate more clarity on this point. 

· It would be useful to have a brief guide to consultation to support discussions with consultees around the study area, viewpoints and sequential routes, which should be agreed and given reasonable justification, particularly for routes outside the designation. It would be helpful to include guidance on which questions should be asked, and on whether there should be a meeting to discuss the scope and later the preliminary assessment.

· We agree that “it is the key landscape characteristics” that need to be drawn out in relation to SLQs, not individual landscape character types or areas. We would however recommend adding “landscape elements or features” in the description of “landscape characteristics” for more clarity.

· Care needs to be taken around the assessment of effects, mitigation and significance, for example, each component of magnitude / nature of change should be set out clearly before a final assessment of magnitude or nature of effect and significance is made. 

· More of an explanation is need for the example given in Figure 3 of the guidance, which shows development that perhaps significantly affects a small part of a scenic route along a coast. The guidance appears to imply that the visual effect has been so significant it affects the whole of the route even if it cannot view the proposed development. It would be useful to highlight examples for the reasoning behind this, does the affected part of the route includes a particular feature or view that elevates its importance and ability to affect the route as a whole? Does the development mean that walkers might not reach this point, or that their experience is impacted on by the development? Does that part of the route overlap with a section that has alternative routes or lacks in a particular SQ? An assessment that concludes only a small part of the route is affected, risks missing the wider importance or judgement on integrity that could be relevant to seemingly small geographical areas of effect.


4. Do you find the template in the Annex useful? Yes / No
Yes, it is useful that a template has been provided to bring the guidance together in a useable format, however flexibility should be given as to how this template is used as it may not be a “One size fits all” tool, especially for more complex assessments.


5. Is there anything included that you think could be unnecessary? 

· Step 4 of the process in the guidance rightly provides a summary of significant effects, however the AESLQs should not extend beyond this into assessments of ‘integrity’ / ‘overall integrity’ ‘acceptability’ or whether a designation / SLQ has been ‘compromised’. The short description and explanation of this complex process is not sufficient and does not appear to be supported by wider planning, legal policy advice or methodology. We would strongly suggest that this is either removed, or a clear explanation is included to specify that this part of the process falls beyond the scope of the AESLQ.


6. Is there anything missing that you would like to see covered? 

We would recommend the following points are included in the guidance:
· When considering the purpose of document, we would recommend considering widening the scope of the guidance to cover locally designated landscapes, or to at least allow use of this guidance in those circumstances where it can be agreed as suitable with the local planning authority. 
· Will NatureScot be considering guidance for assessment of Scotland’s Great Trails?

· The use of a more extensive glossary would be beneficial, even if only to confirm common acceptable of terms used by GLVIA. Some definitions that should be considered:

· ‘Integrity’ – the meaning of this has been debated within the profession, across the UK and at public inquiry, and although a partial definition is given in the document text, its formal inclusion within a glossary would improve its understanding in this context. It may also be useful to consider including the term ‘overall integrity’ and is whether there a difference from ‘integrity’.

· ‘Overall’- this term is often used in assessments and tends to ‘water down’ a localised effect, that may nonetheless affect the ‘integrity’ of an SLQ / national designation. 

· Abbreviations – some but not all are included, and this should be reviewed. For example, SQ’s is not included, nor a definition of how this is different from SLQs (Recognising that in some cases it will be difficult to make a distinction).

· ‘Natural heritage’, ‘natural beauty’ and ‘special qualities’– These terms also need definition as they appear in legislation related to National Parks (National Parks (Scotland) Act 2000).

· 'Wildness” – This is described as, displaying an absence of human artefacts', however it would be helpful to add 'and activities' to this. 


· It is important to use the term ‘chartered Landscape Architect’ and ‘suitably qualified and experienced landscape professional’ when considering projects, and to take care not to suggest that ‘planning or other environmental professionals’ (e.g. planners / ecologists / hydrologists, EIA project managers) should be encouraged to make assessments of nationally important landscapes. Each professional should be recognised for their specific skill set, and the guidance should reflect this.

· More emphasis is needed on highlighting the climate and nature emergencies, and on the multi-functional role that landscape will play in reversing the drivers of climate change and in the recovery of nature, and the importance of the sustainable use of natural resources. Building resilience and using effective risk assessment processes will be key to prevent the catastrophic loss of natural capital, to protect the biological health of soils, plants, animals, water and air, and to effectively respond to the pressures of climate change.

· While the guidance is mainly focused on built development affecting National Parks and NSAs, it is important that land and natural resources management is also included. Unsustainable management can in itself be more damaging than development and covers all land and water. The health of the landscape must be clearly analysed and included in the 'Baseline Condition, and it is important that the baseline description is included before the Baseline Condition in the guidance.

· In terms of design, it would be useful to consider expanding each SLQ / SQ within National Parks and NSAs to include a management plan or objective. Without this, the onus tends to be focused on 'conservation’ rather than enhancement which should be avoided, especially at a time when there is a global biodiversity crisis. This would help developers and assessors focus mitigation measures that can be more affective, wide reaching and multipurpose, and not limited to mitigating one development aspect. Emphasis should also be given to include policy as a vehicle for change.

· When considering “Table 1”, some SLQs will need further interpretation and agreement with the relevant consultee as some SLQs can be vague, open to wide interpretation or out of date. Design objectives may not be fully achievable and may need to be set out further as design principles or commitments will be achieved and embedded into the proposed development.

· Night-time assessment – Not all National Parks / NSAs have ‘dark sky parks’ or SLQs that relate to these, or a valued baseline that encompasses this component. It would be helpful to consider whether further work can be done on this area.

· There needs to be consideration of landscape effects on SLQ from developments that can be heard but not seen, and collaborative assessment between noise, landscape, ecology and heritage may be needed in some cases. In some cases, other specialists may be working on other non-landscape related SQs for National Parks / National Scenic Areas that can be brought together into an overall report on the ‘total effects’ (both positive and negative) of the development on the National Park / NSA.





.

