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Background 

 

In early 2019, the National Trust for Scotland (NTS) and Landscape Institute Scotland (LIS) brought 

together a range of organisations with an interest in the design, management and protection of 

Scotland’s landscapes and places, to form Scotland’s Landscape Alliance (SLA). The Alliance aims to 

provide a forum for discussions about how we can maximise the economic, social, cultural and 

environmental benefits of landscapes in Scotland. It seeks to raise the profile of landscape issues at a 

national and international level, in line with the standards set by the European Landscape Convention 

of the council of Europe. SLA will be guided by the following working definition of ‘landscape’:   

 

Landscape is about the relationship between people and place. It provides the setting for our day-

to-day lives and is an important part of the quality of life for people everywhere: in urban areas 

and in the countryside, in areas recognised as being of outstanding beauty, as well as everyday 

areas. Landscapes are an essential component of people’s surroundings, and expression of 

diversity of their shared cultural and natural heritage and a foundation of their identity.  

 

Ahead of SLA’s introductory event on 25th April 2019, NTS and LIS commissioned a short study – the 

subject of this report – to inform the focus and direction of discussions by a series of working groups 

convened by the Alliance. An online survey and 19 semi-structured interviews captured the views of 

individuals interested and involved with Scottish landscapes on the key issues affecting landscapes in 

Scotland, and potential areas of opportunity for the Alliance. The issues raised fell into one of five 

broad themes:  

 

1. Defining, using the term, and setting aims for, ‘landscape’ 

2. Raising the profile of landscape and landscape-scale considerations 

3. Accepting and managing change in the landscape 

4. Making the governance of landscapes more just and democratic 

5. Tackling the broader drivers of landscape issues  

 

The report begins with further detail on the research methodology before addressing each of these 

themes in turn. Under each theme, the report identifies several sub-issues, and raises key questions 

and opportunities for action.  
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Research Methodology 

 

The study had two overarching research questions: 

1. What are the issues and challenges facing Scottish landscapes? 

2. What are the possible opportunities for action to tackle these issues and challenges? 

 

To address these questions, the perspectives of a range of individuals with an interest and 

involvement with Scottish landscapes were gathered by two means: an online-survey and 19 semi-

structured interviews.  

 

The questions used in the survey are shown in Box A. LIS and NTS distributed the survey to 

organisations and individuals on their mailing lists and shared it on social media. It was therefore 

completed both by individuals with a professional interest and involvement with Scottish landscapes, 

and by individuals whose interests were more personal. The survey was live online for a week 

beginning 29th March 2019. Of the responses received, 44 were judged to be sufficiently complete for 

inclusion in the analysis (responses were rejected if questions 4 and 7 had not been answered).  

 

 
 

The 19 semi-structured interviews were conducted between 1st and 9th April 2019. Participants were 

drawn from among those survey respondents who had indicated their willingness to participate in an 

interview and from contacts suggested by members of the SLA Executive Committee. In selecting 

participants, individuals were deliberately approached with a range of interests and representing 

practitioners, policy-makers and researchers. The interests of the participants included landscape 

Box A: Survey questions 
 
1. What is your interest and involvement in Scotland’s landscapes and places? 

2. Above we’ve set out our broad definition of landscape. What does landscape mean to you and 

what types of landscapes are you involved with? 

3. What are the strengths of current regulations, policy and practice for Scottish landscapes, and 

what opportunities do they present?  

4. What do you consider to be the key issues and challenges affecting the management, protection 

and design of landscapes in Scotland today? 

5. Do you think that the issues and challenges affecting Scotland’s landscapes have changed since 

the time of publication of Scotland’s Living Landscapes in 2007? Please elaborate.  

6. Since its publication in 2007, what progress has been made towards the recommendations laid 

out in the Scotland’s Living Landscapes report? 

7. What do you think should be done, and by whom, to address the issues and challenges that you 

identified in question 4? Changes may relate to policy and legislation, implementation and 

delivery, or research and analysis.  

8. What is your name? 

9. What organisation(s) do you work for, if any? 

10. Would you be willing to participate in a short follow-up interview by phone or skype? 

11. If you answered ‘yes’ to question 11, please provide a contact email address and/or phone 

number. 

12. If you would like us to share a copy of the research findings with you in a report, please provide 

your email address. 
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architecture, nature and wildland conservation, community development, heritage, farming and land 

reform. The interviews were semi-structured. While the conversations were wide-ranging, the 

questions shown in Box B were covered in every interview. The interviews were conducted over the 

phone and lasted between 15 and 45 minutes. They were sound-recorded, and notes were taken 

from the recordings later. Five key themes and associated sub-themes were identified in analysing the 

survey and interview data. The remainder of the report addresses each of these themes in turn.  

 

 

 

Theme 1: Defining, using the term, and setting aims for, ‘landscape’ 

 

The first theme relates to understanding and use of the term ‘landscape’. It was apparent in the 

survey and interview responses that different respondents considered the landscape agenda 

differently, and this was identified as an issue in several interviews. There was a feeling that, in its 

popular use, ‘landscape’ is strongly associated with protectionism and aesthetic outcomes, despite 

attempts to broaden the scope of the landscape agenda, in line, for example, with the European 

Landscape Convention (ELC). At the same time, there was a feeling that the broad scope of the 

landscape agenda as laid out in the ELC has resulted in a vagueness of policy and debate over the past 

decade.  

 

1a. The popular assumption that the landscape agenda is about protection and 

aesthetics  
Several interview respondents identified the issue that ‘landscape, in the popular understanding of 

the term, is still very tied with landscape protection, landscape photography, scenery and aesthetics’. 

Respondents felt that landscape has these connotations for many members of the general public, for 

many politicians, and for some landscape professionals. They linked these assumptions about 

landscape to the historical use of the term, and to policies and institutions inherited from the 

twentieth-century:  

 

A lot of the policy that we have got is inherited from previous decades and generations. In 

some senses we are still working very much with a mid or late twentieth-century approach.… It 

is partly an inherited set of processes and inherited culture within institutions that designate 

Box B: Interview questions 

 

1. Please tell me briefly about your interest and involvement in the Scottish landscape.  

2. Thinking about the ways that Scotland’s landscapes are managed, protected and designed. What 

do you think are the current strengths of this? 

3. What are the key issues and challenges affecting the management, protection and/or design of 

landscapes in Scotland today? 

4. Have these issues and challenges changed during your interest and involvement with Scottish 

landscapes?  

5. What do you think should be done, and by whom, to address current issues and challenges facing 

Scottish Landscapes? 
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landscapes and within landscape professions. The culture is protectionist. It is based very 

much on a perceived sense of threat to landscapes, which comes from that post-war mindset, 

when conservation was trying to protect things from the ‘march of development’…. The 

mindset very much tends to focus on a ‘fence-off’ or ‘fence and exclude’ type approach where 

you lay areas aside for protection and then exclude all other activities from those areas. 

 

Respondents identified several elements of landscape that they felt are excluded from popular debate 

because of this general assumption that the landscape agenda is protectionist and centred on the 

aesthetic. It was noted that most of these excluded elements are within the scope of the ELC and 

SLA’s definition of landscape, but that they are not widely associated with the term.  

 

One element that was felt to be excluded was attention to the people within landscapes. One 

participant noted ‘I think that society recognises the value of the Scottish landscapes, but whether 

they appreciate how much they are shaped by humans, and how much they are working landscapes, 

I’m not sure’. It was suggested that the term ‘landscape’ is disconnected from the economy, from 

community, and from rural livelihoods, and that this leads to non-democratic decision making about 

landscapes.  

 

Second, some participants felt that ‘less special’ landscapes, such as those deemed ‘degraded’, or 

urban and peri-urban landscapes, are often excluded from the debate. One respondent noted that: 

 

For a lot of politicians and policy-makers, landscape is Scotland’s mountains and lochs and the 

tourist scenery, or even Edinburgh Castle and Princes Street Gardens. It is iconic landscapes 

that are photogenic, and, yes, they might have wildlife, some of them. That’s what we mean 

when we talk about “the landscape”. So, one of the questions is whether “the landscape” is 

the right term for what we want to promote, which is the landscape, but it’s the everyday as 

well as the special. 

 

Thirdly, the emphasis on protection was linked to a general assumption that landscapes are static, 

which was seen to be precluding an acceptance of change in landscapes. In the words of one 

respondent,  

 

Whilst I think protection is critical, and I think much of the language used in the Landscape 

Alliance document is good, I do think it doesn’t address the fact that we have to see some 

change in the landscape too, if the landscape is going to work for us economically as well as 

environmentally.  

 

The emphasis on protection and non-acceptance of change, was deemed to limit ecological 

outcomes, in that it leads to a desire to preserve landscapes in a degraded state (without woodland 

cover, for example). It was also deemed to limit social and economic outcomes.  

 

Finally, some respondents felt that ‘landscape is seen as being restrictive rather than enabling’. 

Several respondents noted that the landscape agenda is falsely pitted against economic or 

development agendas, and that politicians see the landscape agenda as prohibitive: 
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We need to educate people, and especially politicians, that landscape is something not to be 

scared of but to embrace. Politicians see landscape as a negative, conservationist, 

protectionist agenda, and therefore they won’t legislate for it.  

 

It is worth noting that the issue of the limited general understanding of what the term ‘landscape’ 

includes, was not only directly identified by interview respondents, but also indirectly evident in the 

survey and interview responses. Many survey respondents appeared to link landscape primarily with 

recreation and scenic areas. Moreover, some of the interview participants, who were not self-

proclaimed ‘landscape professionals’, but who worked in community development or urban planning, 

did not feel an affinity with the term. Finally, it was interesting to note that none of the survey or 

interview respondents mentioned coastal landscapes or seascapes, despite their inclusion in the ELC.   

 

1b. The vagueness of the current landscape agenda 
In light of the issues discussed in Section 1a, many interview and survey respondents were positive 

about the broadening of the landscape agenda within the ELC, in Scotland’s Landscape Charter, and in 

SLA’s working definition. Yet, associated with this, some worried that the broader definition made the 

term too vague, and that this had limited the possibility of a clear agenda and action for landscapes 

over the past decades. In the words of one participant:  

 

If you go back a couple of generations to the policy regarding landscape in the immediate 

post-war era, it seems to me that at that point there was quite a clear understanding of what 

landscape was about. We were dealing with scenery and natural beauty and amenity, those 

kind of phrases…. Landscape was a word which captured that in policy terms…. The European 

Landscape Convention, when that comes in … is broader in terms of what landscape means…. 

the negative side of that is that we lose the clarity about what landscape policy is all about.  

 

1c. Conflicting desires and aims for the landscape 
The existence of conflicting aims for Scottish landscapes was evident in the different positions taken 

by different survey and interview respondents. Several respondents identified as problematic that 

‘there are often polarised views about what our land is for’. It was noted that argument over how 

landscapes should be managed sometimes makes it difficult to act.  

 

Just as respondents held differing understandings of what landscape is, so too, the issues that they 

identified sometimes spoke to different, and occasionally conflicting, agendas. For example, some 

respondents identified issues that they felt to be inhibiting the protection of landscapes, while others, 

as noted in Section 1.a, deemed the very emphasis on protection problematic. In identifying themes 

for this report, I assumed that SLA seeks to address a broad agenda, along the lines of that set out in 

the ELC, and I concentrated on issues that are compatible with this agenda.    

 

1d. Key questions and opportunities for action under Theme 1 
The formation of SLA is an opportunity to define concrete aims for Scotland’s landscapes, and actions 

towards them. SLA’s working definition of ‘landscape’, and the precedent set in the ELC, should drive 

SLA to seek partnership with individuals and organisations that might not naturally identify with the 
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term. Such partnerships would create new opportunities to work towards positive outcomes for 

landscape. ‘Landscape’ may be a useful concept for those familiar with the ELC, but to involve other 

stakeholders, and put a broader landscape agenda into practice, it might be helpful to adopt different 

language at times. As one interview respondent suggested, 

 

When you talk to people, depending on who they are and where they are, they will be more 

comfortable with the idea of talking about “place”, or talking about “land”, as things they 

understand and that intuitively make sense. When you start to force everything into a 

discussion about “landscape”, I think it doesn’t really work for a lot of people. So, I think it 

might be better to talk about the development of this “place”, but say there are landscape 

issues there, as well as economic or rural land use issues…. For those for whom landscape is 

“what they do”, the way they see things, or their profession – the “landscape people”, if you 

like – the key is how can those people engage better, and in different ways, with others? I 

would put everything down to that in the end.  

 

The issues raised under theme 1 point to the following as questions for SLA to address: 

 

Theme 2: Raising the profile of landscape and landscape-scale considerations  

 

Many respondents felt that the landscape agenda does not receive enough political attention. Linked 

to theme 1, it was clear that different respondents had different understandings of the landscape 

agenda, and thus there was not a consensus as to what people would like to see greater political 

emphasis on. There was, however, generally, a feeling that, a lack of attention to landscape is limiting 

environmental and social outcomes (particularly for local people). There was also a sense that a lack 

of landscape-scale considerations is connected to siloed policy making and practice between public-

sector, private-sector and third sector organisations.  

 

2a. Landscape lacks statutory backing 
Many survey and interview respondents mentioned that the landscape agenda lacks statutory 

backing. Most focused on a lack of statutory protection for designated landscapes, such as National 

Scenic Areas (NSAs) and National Parks. One survey respondent, for example, noted that ‘there is very 

little / no statutory legislation in relation to “landscapes”; there are “charters”, “alliances” and 

“conventions” which set out recommendations and behaviours, but (designated) landscape generally 

does not have the same protection as specific environmental issues (waste management, wildlife and 

countryside etc.), and one interview respondent, ‘if we can’t protect those most special places that are 

multiply designated from development, then what hope has the rest of the countryside got?’ 

Respondents felt that, while landscape designations are of consideration in the planning system, they 

are too easily overridden by other considerations. Interestingly, no respondents discussed clearly 

what form they felt a stronger form of protection should take.  

 

• Can SLA articulate a clear agenda and aims for Scotland’s landscapes? 

• What language should SLA use to best convey these aims as it engages with new and diverse 

communities of interest? 
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One respondent noted that a reduction in public funding in recent decades have further weakened 

the voice for landscape within the planning system, because it has weakened the ability of local 

authorities to prevent developments going ahead by appeal: 

 

The local authority was scared to turn it down because if they did turn it down they knew the 

developers would go to appeal and there would be an extensive public enquiry, and the local 

authority couldn’t afford to fight it, because a public enquiry is very expensive…. So often we 

get planning by appeal and planning through fear of appeal as well.  

 

A few respondents focused not on protection, but, rather, spoke of the lack of legislation to promote 

more positive landscape design and management, both in the context of designated areas and non-

designated areas. One interview participant, for example, noted ‘it is not a statutory requirement of a 

local authority to provide a nice environment. Another participant suggested that there should be legal 

incentives for developers to create additional benefits from developments: ‘If a developer is required 

to dig a SuDS pond, for example, there could be an additional incentive for him … to create additional 

benefit.’ 

 

2b. Environmental and social justice aims for landscape are often trumped by a 

desire for profit, and by other political agendas 
Many respondents felt that the lack of statutory backing and priority given to landscape means that 

environmental or social outcomes are often secondary, in practice, to rigid development targets set 

by the Government, or to a desire for profit on the part of developers.  

 

The government policies that were mentioned as causing negative outcomes for landscape included 

those regarding housing development, forestry, agriculture and energy. It was felt that these policies 

favour ‘blueprint’ approaches, such as housing developments that ‘all look the same’. It was also 

emphasised that locality is not considered carefully enough – ‘we are building more and more houses 

on greenfield sites to meet the Government’s housing targets’ – and that numerical or economic 

targets are the priority. One respondent noted ‘it’s all about how many houses can you get in there’, 

and another, ‘the Cabinet Secretary in charge of Scottish Forestry's development seems to be very 

focused on economic returns from timber; this is but one area of benefit.’ It was felt that, in its desire 

to meet its targets, the Government favours large-scale developments, which are insensitive to local 

environmental and social outcomes: ‘Perversely, the system is such that the things which are allowed 

to change the landscape are those that operate on such a huge scale that whoever is in charge of 

them can make ridiculous promises about creating thousands of jobs.’  

 

It was suggested that the power to determine landscape outcomes is too commonly handed to 

developers, whose primary interest is in maximising profit, sometimes to the detriment of possible 

beneficial social and environmental outcomes. In the words of one respondent: 

 

We don’t have a strong enough voice for the landscape to counteract the very strong vested 

interests for development, because people developing these things want to do it for the 

money. Those of us arguing against do not have any financial invested interest in it. So, there 
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is a real clash between people who are driven by profit and people who are driven by beliefs or 

motivation.  

 

Here it was also seen as problematic that some landscape professionals, being employed by 

developers cannot speak against detrimental developments: 

 

It is very easy to say that if a development does go ahead it should have good quality 

landscaping, and that’s fine, and that’s where landscape architects are really good at being 

able to help, but the idea that some developments are bad and shouldn’t be able to go ahead, 

that’s tricky if you’re being paid by the person that is promoting it.  

 

2c. Siloed policy and practice prevent attention to landscape as a whole 
Many respondents noted that there is quite a ‘joined-up’ vision in the Government’s ‘overhead’ 

policies and strategies, but that, in practice, different government departments operate in silos, with 

narrow emphases on certain sectors or authority boundaries. It was also noted that NGOs and private 

sector actors tend to operate in silos: 

 

We still tend to operate on quite a siloed basis, both across the public sector and the NGO and 

private interests. We tend to divide landscape interests up in to small topics and spend a lot of 

time arguing for very specific points within that. So, there is a risk that we fragment our 

landscape and pursue very sectoral priorities within it.  

 

Respondents deemed the siloed nature of decision-making to be problematic because it precludes 

efforts to think at the scale of landscape, and to consider multiple landscape functions holistically.  

 

2d. Key questions and opportunities for action under Theme 2 
The formation of SLA provides a new opportunity to lobby for statutory backing for the landscape 

agenda. First, as noted in discussing theme 1, SLA must be clear about the landscape elements and 

outcomes that should have statutory backing. As noted in Section 1.a, there is a risk in calling for 

landscape protection, of falsely pitting landscape against development. SLA should seek to develop a 

nuanced treatment of ‘development’, identifying more clearly what it considers to be negative and 

positive forms and processes of development for different contexts.  

 

In terms of promoting the landscape agenda, several respondents emphasised that ‘the evidence in 

support of the vital importance of engagement with natural landscapes, from pre-birth to old age, has 

been strengthened considerably in the last 10 years’. There is an opportunity for SLA to contribute to, 

and draw upon, such evidence in its work.  

 

Some respondents noted that the relatively small scale of the Scottish context provides hope for 

overcoming siloed thought and operations. Several participants mentioned existing and useful 

precedents for partnerships in favour of landscape-scale decision-making. One such precedent is the 

2009 Climate Change (Scotland) Act, which required the Scottish Government to create a national 

Land Use Strategy but also called for more regionally-based land use planning. Several respondents 

noted that pilot processes for the creation of regional land use plans had been positive, but that they 
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have not been more widely implemented. Another precedent is the Town Centre Action plan of 2013, 

which was felt to have encouraged better cross-communication in planning and managing town 

centres. Several respondents suggested that designated areas, such as National Parks, NSAs, 

Geoparks or Biosphere Reserves, could provide opportunities to initiate landscape-scale 

conversations. Finally, the Place Principle, which was launched in 2018, was mentioned by several 

respondents as a useful basis for joined-up thinking about landscapes: 

 

The place principle…. is a very strong piece of policy that is starting to bring dispersed parts of 

government together, who tend to work in silos, into the same room to talk about proper 

place-making – not just the normal subjects in economy, housing, regeneration – but also 

bringing in health and education, culture, tourism and so on. 

 

The issues raised under this theme point to the following questions for SLA: 

 
 

Theme 3: Accepting and managing change in the landscape 

 

Various respondents mentioned that there is a lack of attention to change in the landscape, besides 

the change resulting from planned developments. As noted in Section 1.a, this was deemed to be 

connected to popular assumptions that the landscape agenda is about protecting certain, static 

landscape states. Several respondents suggested that ‘all change is seen as bad’ when it comes to 

landscape. Respondents felt that there is insufficient recognition that all landscapes inherently 

change, that none are pristine and that planned ‘development’ is not the only thing that changes 

landscapes. These respondents called for greater attention to landscape management, and for 

emphasis on positive landscape outcomes, over certain landscape states.  

 

3a. Landscape is predominantly a concern within the planning process 
Several respondents noted that landscape is only of direct consideration within the planning process, 

and some linked this to a false assumption that landscapes are static. That the landscape agenda is 

primarily connected with the planning process was deemed problematic for a several reasons. 

 

It was noted that there is little attention to, or regulation of poor landscape management. One 

respondent suggested that ‘the planning system in the broad sense only ever looks at change, so 

carrying on trashing the world in the way you’ve always trashed the world, doesn’t come into the 

planning system.’ Similarly, one land manager felt that there is limited guidance available to her as to 

how landscape designations should affect the management of her sites:  

 

• What different landscape designations exist, what do they currently mean in practice, and should 

additional statutory requirements be placed upon them?  

• How can SLA promote more environmentally and socially sensitive processes of development, 

without falsely pitting landscape against development? 

• What kinds of incentives, regulations and partnerships might help to prevent siloed decision-

making and encourage greater emphasis on multifunctionality in the landscape? 
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Obviously, some of these designations are a material consideration within the planning system 

if you are putting proposals forward, but is there anything that I’m supposed to do in the day-

to-day management of my sites, that don’t necessarily need planning permission per se? An 

issue that I find is that a lot of landscape designations are basically policed through the 

planning system, which relies on a planning application going in and being processed.  

 

Some respondents suggested that the focus on the planning process prevents attention to the 

gradual degradation of ‘everyday’ landscapes. In the words of one interview participant: 

 

If we can get landscape assets to a stage where they are established and they are going strongly 

and people are used to seeing them at a certain standard of maintenance, then more political 

pressure can be brought to bear if they are degrading. But if it’s a slow degradation over a 

number of years then people don’t realise it’s happening. And that’s the way things are going.  

 

Finally, some respondents felt that the way landscape is considered in the planning process, presumes 

that current landscape states are desirable. This was deemed to preclude changes that might lead to a 

‘healthier’ ecological state, such as returning woodland to some areas. As one interview participant 

noted,  

 

‘there is a fundamental problem with landscape policy in rural areas because it is not starting 

from what I would argue is the right place, of seeing these as degraded landscapes… Any 

change to the landscape, however degraded, is seen as a threat, and that doesn’t seem like a 

very positive way to move forward.  

 

3b. Scarce resources for the ongoing management of landscapes 
Many participants noted that there is a scarcity of funding available for the ongoing management of 

landscapes. Many noted that resources and staff have become increasingly scarce in recent decades, 

with cuts to funding for public bodies. One respondent noted, for example, that she is now one of a 

team of two landscape architects employed by a local council, when she was part of a team of 13 

when she first started in the position 18 years ago. She also noted that the council has cut two thirds 

of its ground maintenance staff in the past three or four years. With the cuts to public funding, 

several respondents noted that they are dependent upon capital grants, which are more commonly 

available for creating landscape features than for long-term maintenance: 

 

One of the big challenges is that the landscape, particularly in urban areas, is never going to 

provide a good level of public use and access and enjoyment, without a good level of 

maintenance and management. Because of the current funding situation, local authorities are 

very loath to commit more funding to anything. And it is much easier to get capital funding for 

short projects that it is to get commitment to recurrent spends.  

 

A lack of funding for landscape management was identified as a particular issue for ‘less special’, non-

designated, and urban landscapes. One respondent, for example, noted that ‘the issue we have is that 

the landscapes we manage are not of a particularly high quality, but they are still important in a local 
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context, so it is difficult to get funding for that.’ It was also suggested that there is particular difficulty 

in obtaining funding to manage small landscape elements dispersed across a local authority:  

 

Once you get to a certain size of asset, you can put money to it, but if you’ve got these disparate, 

small elements dotted about throughout an authority, it is very difficult to identify them, but 

also to maintain them to a reasonable standard. But these are the types of landscapes that are 

influencing people on a daily basis.  

 

Some respondents also mentioned a lack of funding for the ongoing maintenance of designated 

areas. Here Scotland was deemed to be performing particularly badly relative to other countries. It 

was noted that Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty in Northern Ireland, England and Wales, receive 

continuous public funding, whereas Scotland’s NSAs, which are an analogous designation, do not. One 

respondent noted that Scotland is the only country globally that does not support its UNESCO-

designated Biosphere Reserves and Geoparks with ongoing funding: 

 

I can’t find another country anywhere in the world that doesn’t give any money to its UNESCO 

designations. The mind boggles as to why the Government would allow these things to be set 

up – and they have to allow them because they have to approve the application – and then 

just abandon them.  

. 

3c. Key questions and opportunities for action under Theme 3 
A greater attention to ongoing landscape management might be brought about by a requirement to 

create management plans for certain areas. Several respondents suggested an opportunity to push 

for the creation of management plans for some designated areas that do not currently have them, 

such as most NSAs. Some also suggested that large landholdings should be required to have 

management plans. Again, the potential for regional land use planning to consider landscape was 

mentioned.  

 

One respondent suggested that the concept of landscape protection might be replaced with the 

concept of ‘managed continuity’, which might encourage an emphasis on maintaining landscape 

values and outcomes, rather than maintaining certain physical states: 

 

It is all going to change. So, what you’ve got to base your decisions on is what within the 

change you want to retain – what are the things where you want to manage them for 

continuity? Those could be physical remains, for example if its archaeology, that is almost 

certainly what you are going to be looking for, but the continuity might be of the ability to 

walk through a place safely, or experience nature. So as soon as say the values are that you 

want to retain, it starts to determine what your physical outcomes might be. At the moment 

we tend to look the other way around and start from the physical outcomes we are looking 

for. So, the concept of “managed continuity” might be useful in thinking about how we 

manage landscapes.  
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This raises the following questions for SLA:

 
 

Theme 4: Making the governance of landscapes more just and democratic 

 

Many interview and survey respondents felt that decision-making about Scottish landscapes is 

undemocratic, and that it particularly excludes ‘the people who actually live in them’. Some also 

mentioned that the emphasis on certain scenic areas benefits only a few in society: ‘at the moment 

it’s a minority of people who benefit from the protection of really nice places, and the majority are still 

stuck with what they’ve got’.  

 

Respondents gave several different reasons for the unjust and undemocratic nature of decision-

making about landscapes. Some noted an over-professionalisation of the landscape agenda. Others 

suggested that the highly unequal pattern of landownership in Scotland excludes most people from 

decision-making. As discussed in Section 1.a, some respondents felt that local people are inherently 

excluded from debate because of the popular connection of the term ‘landscape’ with aesthetic 

values and outcomes. Several respondents also discussed the limitations of current attempts to 

involve local communities in decision-making about their landscapes and places.  

 

4a. Over-professionalisation  
Several respondents suggested that the landscape agenda is pursued undemocratically in that it is 

over-professionalised. This was identified as a problem for two reasons. Firstly, it was seen to devalue 

the opinions of non-professionals:  

 

There is an over-professionalisation, by which I mean that there is almost a sense in which a 

professional’s judgement and point of view has become held on a pedestal too much, and 

other points of view are devalued and not seen as legitimate in the same way.  

 

Secondly, there was a feeling that the landscape agenda is presented and pursued in formats that 

make it difficult for most people to engage with. One respondent mentioned that ‘I don’t think that 

anyone else that lives in my community know that we are in an NSA’. Another respondent noted 

 

Everybody loves landscape and yet we singularly fail to deliver any sort of policy framework or 

political ambition for our landscapes. I think that is partly because we come at landscape from 

a professional perspective – landscape classification and so on – which is a cold science. It 

doesn’t tug on any emotional heartstrings and yet landscape is about emotion as much 

anything else.  

 

Several respondents mentioned that the skills deemed necessary in a landscape ‘professional’ do not 

usually include skills in engaging people.  It was suggested that, in recent calls for more community 

participation across many areas of decision-making, there is often an assumption that landscape 

• Which landscape elements and outcomes would SLA like to see managed for continuity?  

• Which landscapes are most in need of funding for ongoing management, and what are potential 

sources of funding to support them? 
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professionals will simply be able to engage people without developing the skills required to do so. In 

the words of one interview participant: 

 

There is a need for thinking about how public servants who are not used to working with and 

having a direct interface with communities, develop the skills and develop this as an essential 

part of what they do and not just something that is added on…. We’ve got quite a lot of 

community activity in some areas, and then we’ve got public services and public bodies 

seeking to work differently, but there are not many in the middle, supporting these processes 

to become embedded. 

 

4b. Patterns of landownership   
Many respondents mentioned ‘landownership’ as an issue, although, particularly in responses to the 

survey, few gave reasons for this or elaborated as to the forms of landownership that adversely affect 

landscape.  Those that did elaborate usually mentioned large-scale, concentrated or absentee 

landownership as problematic. Most discussed landownership in a rural context, although one 

respondent also discussed absentee and concentrated ownership of urban property.  

 

One respondent suggested that, while large-scale landownership may sometimes make it more 

efficient to administer management at the landscape-scale, Scotland has examples of successful 

partnerships between different landowners and managers: 

 

It is fairly obvious that there is an administrative advantage with large-scale land ownership in 

that, if you have a specific objective it is then easier to deliver that at a landscape scale, with 

relatively few owners. But that is not necessary, and it is quite clear from landscape 

partnerships and collaborations across Scotland that you don’t need to own an entire 

landscape in order to deliver landscape-scale management. There are very effective ways for 

collaboration demonstrated day-in day-out across Scotland…. Importantly, there are some 

significant risks around the concentration of land ownership in Scotland and it is having 

adverse effects on rural development and communities in some places. 

 

This respondent suggested, and others felt similarly, that it is problematic that large-scale landowners 

have the power to, and commonly do, exclude local people from decision-making about and benefit 

from landscapes. ‘Absentees living outwith Scotland, using our land as an investment’ were felt to be 

preventing positive outcomes for local people. Several respondents noted that large-scale landowners 

are not prevented from making poor decisions that shape the landscapes and are not supported by 

most people. For example, one respondent felt that ‘to keep our landscape deliberately bare to shoot 

wild animals, to me harks back to the nineteenth century. People shouldn’t be able to make those 

kinds of landscape choices just because they own the land’. There was a sense that, even where 

people support the decisions made by large-landowners in principle, the undemocratic nature by 

which they can make landscape decisions is still problematic: 

   

The key to successful land management partnerships is about the engagement and sense of 

accountability- who is involved in influencing the choices, the decisions and priorities that are 

set. There is a slight tension- you see it in the debates around rewilding – in some places in 
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Scotland a single landowner is taking forward a very clear agenda on rewilding, which most 

people support and naturally welcome, but they are still uncomfortable about the level of 

control that a single landowner may have in being able to deliver that. You contrast that with 

some of the collaborative approaches where you have genuine community buy-in and a wide 

range of organisations thrashing out, through sometimes difficult processes, some of the 

competing priorities, the tensions and choices that they have to make. But ultimately that gets 

you to something that has wide buy-in and that can be sustained.  

 

4c. Limitations of current processes of community engagement  
Some respondents noted that, while community empowerment is sought across many areas of policy 

in Scotland today, there are limitations to the current processes by which this is pursued. Several 

respondents mentioned that there is often repetition of community-engagement processes across 

different policy silos, which creates an unnecessary time-demand on people. One interview 

respondent noted: 

 

The decision-making processes are generally all geared to a specific policy outcome, and there 

is a huge ask on communities at the moment. Community empowerment is the favoured 

phrase in every policy sphere, and there is an expectation that every different sector of 

government and public policy will go and engage communities and ask them what they want, 

and it is generally unsustainable to do that in parallel for so many different things. From a 

community point of view, they want to have one process by which they are identifying what 

they want to do, what they want to achieve and what the opportunities are. The rest of us 

should be dipping into that rather than starting a new process each time.  

 

Some respondents mentioned that many of the processes by which communities can participate in 

decision-making about their local places ‘are predicated on communities being organised in the first 

place and having confidence in the organisation and their ability to take forward some of the things 

that be of benefit for them’. It was also noted that there is unequal access to these processes in that 

certain communities, and individuals within communities are better able to engage. As one interview 

respondent noted:  

 

There is an issue with communities having to be involved in quite bureaucratic top-down 

processes, that are part of statutory public sector planning processes. They can be quite 

meaningless for folk. It takes quite a special person to want to be involved in something that is 

maybe not of immediate interest to them, that is a wider local outcome improvement 

process…. More affluent areas are generally much better equipped to translate policy, to know 

it’s there, to use the levers to organise around place particularly.   

 

Several respondents suggested that there is too great an emphasis on processes of community 

engagement, rather than on developing the relationships required to support community 

engagement. In the words of one interview respondent:  
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There is a recognition in policy that people should be involved, but the processes are king. So, 

we have to follow a rigorous, set process, and there is not the flexibility to work with other 

human beings in a more organic way. 

 

4d. Scarce resources for communities and community engagement 
Just as many respondents mentioned that scarce resources were put towards landscape 

management, some discussed the lack of resources available to enable the involvement of local 

communities in landscape decision-making and management. Some mentioned that resources are 

rarely transferred to communities themselves. In the words of one respondent:  

 

While there are lots of expectations being placed on communities, there is no real transfer of 

resource or real power in any of these systems for them to really have a place at the table and 

resources to do that. It’s all a voluntary effort.  

 

Another participant discussed how a Geopark in her area, which is run by local people, is largely a 

voluntary effort and receives no regular funding. Several respondents also mentioned a lack of 

funding for public or non-governmental organisations to facilitate their engagement with local 

communities. It was recognised that good local engagement requires a serious investment of time 

and resources. One participant noted 

 

The challenge is having the resources to engage with people in an ongoing way, day-to-day, 

and really build up a relationship and an understanding on all sides. That is very difficult to do 

with the resources available, both in terms of the staff and their background and training, but 

in terms of the money as well.  

 

4e. Key questions and opportunities for action under Theme 4 
Many respondents were positive about changes in policy and legislation over the past decades that 

were felt to set a useful precedent for more democratic decision-making for landscapes. Many 

mentioned that open access to landscapes, as facilitated by the Land Reform (Scotland) Act of 2003, 

was a strength in Scotland. Several respondents suggested that open access ‘is involving local 

communities far more in the development of those landscapes’. Others mentioned developments such 

as the Community Empowerment (Scotland) Act of 2015 and the Land Reform (Scotland) Act of 2016. 

There is a clear opportunity for SLA to engage with these agendas and consider how they might 

facilitate more democratic decision-making about landscape.  

 

Many respondents pointed to existing and successful relationships between communities and 

landowners and land managers in Scotland, or to successful community-led initiatives. SLA should 

take the opportunity to seek out such existing initiatives, to understand the conditions in which they 

are successful, and to support them to grow.  

 

Recognising the pressure created on communities when they are repeatedly consulted as part of 

different policy agendas, SLA might consider how the landscape agenda might be integrated with 

more general community action planning. This could require advocates for landscape to partner with 



 
 

16 
 

other advocacy groups in engaging communities, or it might require engaging with existing or ongoing 

community planning initiatives. 

 

One respondent pointed to an opportunity to use digital visualisation tools to help people understand 

how developments or landscape management choices would affect the places in which they live. He 

suggested that such tools might help to ‘involve different people in landscape discussions’.   

 

This theme points to the following questions for SLA to consider: 

 

Theme 5: Tackling the broader drivers of landscape issues 

 

A few participants placed landscape issues in the context of more indirect drivers of landscape 

processes and decision-making. These participants mentioned climate change, societal forces causing 

disconnection between people and landscapes, and the prevailing paradigm of economic growth.  

 

5a. Climate change 
Climate change was mentioned by only a handful of respondents and none elaborated much as to 

how climate change was connected to landscape. Some suggested climate change as a potential 

shaper of landscape processes, while others mentioned climate change as a driver of the Scottish 

Government’s energy policies, linking the issue to the expansion of windfarms.  

 

5b. Loss of connection with landscapes and places  
In various ways, respondents identified a loss of connection with landscape and place as a driver of 

poor decision-making about landscapes. As one respondent put it, ‘detachment from the wider 

landscape is the first problem when trying to convince people that the landscape is worth protecting’, 

and another, ‘I think that there is something that is required as a basic building block, which is not 

necessarily specific to landscape management, but is about place-making’.  

 

The loss of connection was linked by some to the history of dispossession of people from the land in 

Scotland and to the loss of livelihoods connected to land, such as hill sheep farming. Others linked it 

to the movement and migration of people. One respondent, for example, noted that ‘the place and 

landscape might be secondary to groups people who are, for example, refugees or groups of asylum 

seekers or people with long-term drug addictions’. Another respondent mentioned commuting for 

• How does the pattern of landownership in Scotland influence the governance of landscapes? 

• Where are there existing and successful partnerships and community initiatives that SLA might 

learn from and support? 

• Should there be a formal process for community ‘landscape planning’, or should landscape 

considerations be part of a more general process of community planning? 

• What are potential funding sources to support local involvement in decision-making about 

landscapes? 

• How might digital visualisation tools be used to help engage local people in decision-making 

about their landscapes and places? 



 
 

17 
 

work as a factor driving a loss of connection for people with the places and communities in which they 

live. That people live at a distance from landscapes about which they make decisions or hold opinions 

was also deemed problematic, particularly when people make their connections with these 

landscapes via the internet and on social media. As one respondent noted 

 

I think if you just read twitter you would get a very different view of the issues than you would 

if you are out and about and meeting people and understanding them fully. I think social 

media can very quickly escalate a very polarised point of view as fact and it can spiral out of 

control very quickly. I think often that is where people form their opinions and it is very sad…. I 

don’t think we can expect people to fully understand rural landscapes and rural life unless they 

actually come out to these areas. 

 

One respondent also noted a disconnection between people and the impacts of society and of their 

lifestyles on the landscape, as evident in the desire to hide pollution and waste or windfarms, for 

example, from view. As he put it, 

 

There are some things in the landscape you need to remind yourself of your own place in the 

world. This isn’t just about things looking nice. It’s about reminding people that actually we 

are tied into a system of places. There is no harm in seeing how you impact on that to some 

extent. 

 

5c. The dominant paradigm of economic growth 
Several respondents connected poor decision-making about landscapes to the dominant paradigm of 

economic growth, as enshrined by the Scottish Government. It was noted that there is a mentality 

that the aim of government is to maintain and facilitate increased levels of consumption of resources, 

rather than to reduce consumption. This was linked to the expansion of renewable energy, forestry, 

and other forms of development in the Scottish landscape. One respondent articulated the problem 

as 

 

an unthinking desire for more development as a solution to all of our ills and its dealing with 

supply rather than demand – so it’s “we’re moving away from fossil fuels so we need to have 

lots of renewable energy”, but really the important thing we need to do is use less…. It’s all 

linked to the prevailing economic theory that we need to have more growth. 

 

5d: Key questions and opportunities for action under Theme 5 
The limited attention among most respondents to these wider drivers of landscape outcomes, 

suggests that this is an area where SLA might focus greater attention and research. Many of these 

drivers are concerns shared with other advocacy groups in Scotland, with whom SLA might consider 

conversation and partnership.  

 

Attention to the drivers of landscape outcomes might lead to innovative policies, that might not be 

commonly considered part of the ‘landscape agenda’. One interview participant, for example, 

suggested that policies to reduce commuting for work, such as job swaps within companies, or 
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flexibility to working from home, might encourage a greater connection between people and the 

places and communities in which they live.  

 

This theme raises the following questions for SLA: 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

Scotland’s Landscape Alliance seeks to raise the profile of Scotland’s landscape and to consider 

through collaboration with a wide range of organisations, how we can maximise the economic, social, 

cultural and environmental benefits of landscapes in Scotland. In order to inform and provide a focus 

for the Alliance’s work, this research set out to address two key questions: 

 

1. What are the issues and challenges facing Scottish landscapes? 

2. What are possible opportunities for action to tackle these issues and challenges? 

 

The first theme identified in the research related to the challenges of defining, using the term, and 

setting aims for, ‘landscape’. Participants identified the issue that ‘landscape’, in its common usage, is 

strongly identified with protectionism and aesthetic values, despite the broadening of the concept in 

the European Landscape Convention to include ‘less special’ landscapes, and to focus on the 

interaction between people and place. The popular assumptions about the landscape agenda were 

deemed to limit debate and mean that we overlook the opportunity to see landscapes as a positive 

catalyst for delivering a range of important outcomes. As a result, the research suggests there is still 

insufficient attention given to the role of people in landscapes; how we develop relationships with 

place, and how landscapes are shaped by and provide services for, people. Related to this is the idea 

that undesignated, less ‘special’ or everyday landscapes are often excluded from considerations. 

Paradoxically, perhaps, there was a fear that the broader landscape agenda risks becoming vague to 

the point where it can become difficult to identify a concrete agenda and actions to take.  

 

The second theme was about the challenges of acting and thinking at a landscape-scale. There was a 

common view that landscape still does not receive enough attention in political agendas and that as a 

result there is a lack of understanding or buy-in for what landscape-scale approaches can offer at a 

strategic level. This was connected to siloed policy-making and practice in public, private and non-

governmental spheres. Although respondents suggested that emerging work on the ‘place’ agenda is 

seeking to break down some of these barriers, it is still disconnected from work on the natural 

environment and climate change. Despite comments under the last theme about the risks of focusing 

too heavily on designated or protected landscapes, many respondents also considered that landscape 

lacked sufficient statutory protection for designated landscapes, and funding their management, 

• What areas of research might enable a deeper understanding of the drivers of landscape 

processes and decisions? 

• How might people be enabled to reconnect with landscape and to engage with the 

impact of their lifestyles upon the landscapes in which they live, as well as more distant 

landscapes? 

• What partnerships might SLA need to form in order to tackle some of the wider drivers 

of landscape?  
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compared to other countries. A number identified a lack of positive design and management when 

making decisions affecting landscapes and, overall, environmental and social ambitions for landscape, 

it was often felt, could be ‘trumped’ by economic ambitions. 

 

 

The third theme covered in the research related to accepting and managing change in the landscape. 

Some respondents argued that the landscape agenda tends to be primarily seen as a concern of the 

planning system which sharpens the focus on the impacts of major change. This was linked to a 

problematic conception of landscapes as static and overlooks the need for a focus on continuous 

management and maintenance of all landscapes.  This focus on planning decisions obscures other 

issues including, for example, the gradual decline that has occurred across Scotland’s landscapes, and 

promotes the idea that preserving the status quo is desirable, rather than the need for enhancement. 

This concern was closely related to those about the lack of funding available for landscape 

management, particularly in the context of declining local authority budgets.   

 

Linked to this, the fourth theme focused on the governance of landscapes, and specifically the need 

for this to be more just and democratic. Many respondents felt that decision-making about Scotland’s 

landscapes and land more generally, was often undemocratic; excluding the people who live in and 

experience them. This was tied to an over-professionalisation of the landscape agenda which makes it 

inaccessible to the wider population, to concentrated and large-scale landownership, to assumptions 

that the landscape agenda is about aesthetic outcomes, and to a lack of funding for community 

initiatives and well-resourced engagement exercises. Respondents also identified several 

shortcomings of current approaches to community engagement although there were also examples 

given of positive management of landscapes, including community-led and community and private 

partnerships.  

 

Finally, the fifth theme took a step back to consider some of the broader drivers for change in the 

landscape; looking at some of the wider processes that might be affecting landscape now and into the 

future. Respondents identified climate change, the changing relationships between people and place 

and nature of communities, and the prevailing idea that economic gain is still considered to be more 

important than environmental or social outcomes, as the causes of more proximate landscape issues. 

Tackling some of these wider drivers, while more complex, may be the answer to addressing the other 

concerns raised in the research.  

 

The research presented here provides a high-level overview of the issues and challenges facing 

landscapes in Scotland. Its findings and the themes identified will go on to inform the focus and 

direction of more in-depth discussions by a series of working groups convened by Scotland’s 

Landscape Alliance. Looking at healthy communities, resilience to environmental challenges, and the 

economy and land-use, these working groups will meet between June and December 2019 to discuss 

and agree recommendations for how we can strengthen landscape-related policy and practice in 

Scotland.  


