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THE ASH GROVE – Trad Welsh folk song (mid. 19th c.)
Down yonder green valley, where streamlets meander,
When twilight is fading I pensively rove
Or at the bright noontide in solitude wander,
Amid the dark shades of the lonely ash grove;
'T was there, while the blackbird was cheerfully singing,
I first met that dear one, the joy of my heart!
And near us for gladness the bluebells were ringing
Ah! then little thought I how soon we should part.
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LINDEN LEA – (Dorset - William Barnes 1801-86)
Within the woodlands, flow'ry gladed,
By the oak trees' mossy moot,
The shining grass blades, timber-shaded,
...............Let other folk make money faster
In the air of dark-room'd towns;
I don't dread a peevish master,
Though no man may heed my frowns.
I be free to go abroad,
Or take again my homeward road
To where, for me, the apple tree
Do lean down low in Linden Lea
-



Background to Landscape Character Assessment  

One of Natural England’s predecessors, the Countryside Agency, had a long 
association with areas designated as being of national importance (National 
Parks and AONBs) – set up 51yrs ago in 1968.

IMPORTANTLY, it was also concerned about the active management of the 
wider countryside and its work highlighted the need for a consistent and 
comprehensive understanding of what gave the countryside of England its 
character. 

Following on from work in the 1980s the Countryside Commission and others 
developed the technique of landscape assessment – in 1993 Landscape 
Assessment Guidance was published. Over the years this work evolved to 
give us the best practice approach, Landscape Character Assessment 
Guidance for England and Scotland, (2002), which was replaced by “An 
Approach to Landscape Character Assessment” in 2014. 
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The Countryside Character Programme,1994. The 
process did not seek to prevent activities



To: provide a landscape context; guide policy 
development; identify opportunities for local action;      
p                   provide a base for advice. 



An Approach to Landscape Character 
Assessment & Seascape Character Assessment
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Landscape Character

“Landscape is an area, as perceived by people, whose character is the 
result of the action and interaction of natural and/or human factors.” 
ELC def’n.

Landscape Character is a distinct and recognisable pattern of 
elements in the landscape that makes one landscape different from 
another, rather than better or worse. It is the pattern that arises from 
particular combinations of the different components – providing a 
sense of place.  

An understanding of landscape character provides baseline 
evidence to inform land use planning, design and land 
management. 8



Landscape Character Assessment …….

• “is the process of identifying and describing variation in the character of  
the landscape”. Areas of common character are classified and 
described.     (An Approach to LCA  2014);

• is the tool that is used to help us understand and articulate the 
character of the landscape

• helps to identify the features that give a locality its ‘sense of place’ and 
pinpoints what makes it different from neighbouring areas 

• can be used to inform land use planning and design, landscape 
conservation and designation, and land management – thus helping us 
to inform and manage change 

• can be carried out by ANYONE .. community, local authority, 
Landscape Architect etc., etc.

• can be carried out at ANY scale ... E.g. :250,000 (National Landscape 
Character Area – NCA) to 1:2,500 (site level)  
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The “Landscape Wheel” – An Approach to LCA
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LCA & Making Judgements ……………. 
..............these are 2  Separate Processes! 
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LCA Process – An Approach to LCA ……..
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Characterisation -

1. Define Scope – clearly define purpose of the LCA (this will 
influence the scale and the level of detail of the assessment, 
resources required etc.)

2. Desk Study – involves the review of relevant background reports, 
other data and mapped information, cultural info., literature 
(poetry..), art  etc., and use of this info. to develop a series of map 
overlays to assist in the identification of areas of common 
character.

3. Field Survey – collect field data in a rigorous way: to further 
inform, test, and refine the draft landscape character types/areas; 
to inform written descriptions of their character; to identify aesthetic 
and perceptual qualities which are unlikely to be evident from desk 
info., and; to identify the current condition of landscape elements. 

4. Classification and Description – refines and finalises the output 
of the characterisation process 13



A Landscape Character Assessment

• A Landscape Character Assessment is the published document that 
arises from a LCA study. It is not a new designation or an additional 
layer of bureaucracy, nor is it a restriction on land use or 
development.

• A LCA is simply a document that includes descriptions and maps, 
that show variations in landscape character across a given area of 
study.

• Some LCA documents do go beyond description, and make 
recommendations. However the LCA process and the process of 
making judgements are separate processes. 
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National Character Areas (NCAs)



National Character Areas …..

• Describe the character of the Area e.g. see NCA 141 Mendip Hills 
(NOTE THE RELEVANCE OF “NATURAL CAPITAL” to Landscape 
Character i.e. the ELEMENTS and FEATURES – refer to the 
landscape wheel for example.)

• List Statements of Environmental Opportunity – with examples of 
how (eg. grassland restoration, working with landowners, enhancing 
access etc.)

• Provide key facts and data.
• Identify Landscape Change (eg. re. trees and woodlands, coasts 

and rivers etc.) 
• Give an analysis showing the predicted impact of Statements of 

Environmental Opportunity on the “value” of nominated ecosystem 
services within this landscape.

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/national-character-area-
profiles-data-for-local-decision-making/national-character-area-profiles16



Local Authority Landscape Character 
Assessments -

• These provide more detail than the NCAs and identify Landscape 
Character Areas and / types

• The general public and other stakeholders are usually involved in 
their preparation and they can inform the Local Plan

• For more info. see An Approach to Landscape Character 
Assessment on the gov. website

Local Communities can also prepare their own Local Landscape 
Character Assessment to inform decision making. See work carried out 
in Hampshire. See also Neighborhood Plans – e.g. Suffolk Coasts and 
Heaths work “Touching the Tide”, and Cranborne Chase AONB (more 
info. below). 17



Local Landscape Character Assessment -



So applications of LCA/TCA  include …….. 

…………    landscape and land use planning strategies (e.g. Green 
Infrastructure Strategies and Waterspace Strategies)), neighbourhood 
plans, landscape/design guidelines, project design, designation related 
work, conservation appraisals, landscape sensitivity and capacity 
studies, landscape and visual impact assessments,  land management 
plans, highways and railway planning and design, forestry and 
woodland planning and design etc.

LCA has a long pedigree regarding influencing change 
..............>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>
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The Landscape of Forests and Woods, Sylvia 
Crowe, Forestry Commission 1978.
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“In most British forests and woods, timber production is the 
prime use, and therefore integration of the crop into the 
countryside remains the main landscape responsibility.

The basis of successful integration is to understand 
the character of the landscape, and to carry out all forest 
operations in sympathy with it. To achieve this, there must 
be an appreciation of each type of landscape and of the 
qualities which distinguish it.”  (1978)
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The Landscape of Forests and Woods, Sylvia 
Crowe, Forestry Commission 1978.
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NCA 141. MENDIP HILLS         (2013)

• Biodiversity: Two thousand hectares of the area is designated as 
SSSI, 7 per cent of the NCA area, and there are four SAC and 2 
NNRs within the NCA. Ash woodland (e.g. Asham Wood and Ebbor
Gorge) and calcareous grasslands are internationally designated as 
well as sites for greater horseshoe bats.) 

STATEMENT OF ENVIRONMENTAL OPPORTUNITY No. 3 – e.g.
• Protecting and managing the ash woodlands which make up the 

majority of ancient semi-natural woodlands on the Mendip Hills to 
maximise benefit for the landscape and wildlife, and encouraging 
research and field trials for appropriate best alternatives to ash, in 
the face of extensive chalara ash die-back in Mendip woodlands.
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MENDIP Landscape Character Assessment  1997

• 22 years old ………, not up to date !

• Thus no mention of Ash dieback !



Mendip Hills AONB Management Plan 2019 -
2024

Supporting services include ..
• - Wildlife / biodiversity 
There are 27 Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSI) covering 2721 
ha, 3 Special Area of Conservation (SAC), 1 Special Protection Area 
(SPA), and 2 National Nature Reserves within the Mendip Hills AONB. 
Ash woodland and calcareous grasslands are internationally 
designated, and also sites for greater horseshoe bats. 

Issues   include …
3.7.15 Typical Mendip species being ash, ash dieback (Chalara) is 
affecting Mendip woodlands and the risk is significant this will require 
landowners and managers to share information and monitor impact. 



BUT …. Maintaining Landscape Character and 
Biodiversity (importance of cultural heritage etc.)?

Is there more to add ?? 

More info. is needed to guide ancient and secondary woodland 
management – management plans? 

ALSO what about ash trees outside of the nationally important 
woodlands??   (a generally neglected area?)
Ash trees are very significant to the wider landscape on Mendip!  
• Skyline trees
• Hedgerow trees
• Roadside trees
• Single trees in fields        and also garden trees.
Appropriate management plans are needed.

RESOURCES ???????????
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NECR 151 – Summary findings for the 15 case 
studies – see page 138 - 139

The recommended management actions are not radical. On the whole 
they focus on maintaining woodland cover and adjusting the relative 
mix and abundance of species already growing on the site. In some 
cases this means carrying out relatively intense management 
interventions (as recommended for Hang Wood), or continuing the 
current management regime but with slight changes (as recommended 
for Roudsea Wood). However, for most sites local site factors mean 
that interventions, different from those currently applied, are needed to 
achieve these relatively small changes in species composition / 
abundance. For example interventions such as preventing browsing, 
thinning, and planting, rather than relying on natural regeneration are 
needed. For some sites, however, carrying out these interventions may 
not be practical, e.g. Coed y Cilau, and non-intervention may still be the 
best option.
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Joe Alsop report – extract from conclusion 
(modified.) .. Read main report.

• For Ash dominated woodlands in the UK ... the more diverse an 
ecosystem, the more resilient it is to invasive pests and diseases 
(Kennedy et al 2002).

• As possibly the most unique of the UK’s canopy forming native 
broadleaved trees (Mitchell et al 2014a) and one which is already 
bearing an increased ecological burden due to the loss of Ulmus sp, 
F. excelsior must not be forsaken. 

• .. in habitats where it is a key species, adapting current mmt.  
practices and adopting new ones is the best option to counter the 
loss of forest conditions and help preserve ecosystem integrity 
(Ellison et al 2005 & Loo 2009). Within these sites, any endeavours 
towards mitigating against the likely loss of Ash will require the input 
of substantial time and monetary resources. Managers should plan 
now how to ensure habitat continuity and make ecosystems more 
robust, species diverse and resilient.           



USERS OF LCA include -

• Land managers
• Communities
• Natural England 
• Forestry Commission
• Highways England
• Environment Agency
• Historic England – Historic Characterisation
• Local Authorities
• Central Government
• Planners, Landscape Architects, Engineers, Architects etc.

END
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