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1.0 INTRODUCTION

1.1 Background

The landscape character of Northern Ireland is described in the Northern Ireland Landscape
Character Assessment which was undertaken in 1999 (NILCA 2000)!. The assessment describes
the Northern Irish landscape through 130 landscape character areas (LCAs). 10 LCAs are wholly
or in part within the Ards and North Down Borough Council Area. The character assessment
describes the character of each area, its sensitivity, condition and provides principles for landscape
and development management. More recently, information on the biodiversity and geodiversity of
each LCA was added to the assessment, and these are available on the Northern Ireland
Department of Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs websites, along with the character
assessment.

In the years since the publication of the original assessment, parts of the landscape in Ards and
North Down have been subject to change, and may be subject to future change different to those
envisaged in the earlier assessment. For the character assessment to remain relevant to planning
policy and the development management process, an update of the landscape and associated
assessments is required to capture the current landscape character and its sensitivities, and to
provide up to date development management guidance.

Ards and North and Down includes one of the most scenic landscapes in Ireland at Strangford
Lough, with special qualities recognised through national Area of Outstanding Beauty (AONB)
landscape designation. Other parts of the landscape are recognised through local designation.
There is a requirement to make sure that designations, in particular local designations, properly
reflect the special landscape qualities and remain relevant to objectives set out in planning policy.

Ironside Farrar was commissioned in 2021 by the Borough Council to undertake a review and
update of the character assessment within Ards and North Down, including updating of the
biodiversity and geodiversity profiles which accompany each character assessment, and a review
of local landscape designations. This report describes the findings of the review and provides an
updated landscape character assessment specific to the Ards and North Down Borough Council
Area. This review will contribute to the evidence base to inform the preparation of the Local
Development Plan.

The updated landscape character assessment is complementary to the Northern Ireland Regional
Landscape Character Assessment (NIRLCA)? and the Northern Ireland Regional Seascape
Character Assessment (NIRSCA)3, published in 2016 and 2014 respectively, which characterise
the landscape and seascape of Northern Ireland at a larger scale.

! Published by Northern Ireland DAERA, available on their website www.daera-ni.gov.uk 3 https://www.daera-ni.gov.uk/publications/northern-ireland-regional-seascape-character-assessment
2 https://www.daera-ni.gov.uk/services/regional-landscape-character-areas-map-viewer
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2.0 LANDSCAPE CHARACTER ASSESSMENT

2.1 The Landscape Resource

The objective of assessing and understanding the landscape resource is to ensure that the distinct
identity, diverse character and scenic quality of Nor t h er n lahdsaapesias d &hwole can be
safeguarded and enhanced while also accommodating change. Landscape character assessment
provides the starting point for Local Authorities to develop specific zonal policies for the care,
enhancement and sustainable use of their landscapes. Landscape character assessments can
inform other strategies and studies, such as for renewable energy, housing development, or
woodland and forestry, to understand how they might affect and be best accommodated in the
landscape.

Understanding the landscape, and the relationship between change and landscape management,
is a critical part of landscape character assessment. Safeguarding the quality of landscapes and
recognising that all landscapes are important to someone, a principle of the European Landscape
Convention (ELC)*, accepts the need to guide and manage change in accordance with broad
principles. The following principles guiding this assessment are derived from the objectives and
definitions of the ELC:

A Landscapes evolve, but change should be guided

Landscapes are continually changing, but because of the increasing extent and pace of change,
and the loss of distinctiveness resulting from it, a more proactive approach to landscape planning
and management is required to ensure that the landscapes of tomorrow are of no less quality than
todays.

A Landscape change should be positive in effect

Most change in our landscapes should fit with and enhance existing landscape character,
particularly where present character is highly valued. But the character of a landscape cannot
always be retained and some landscapes will be changed through land uses and development. In
all these cases the objective should be to ensure that the landscape is recognisable and valued as
distinctive and appealing.

A All landscapes deserve care

Safeguarding landscape has traditionally focused on designated areas (e.g. Areas of Outstanding
Natural Beauty). Nevertheless, itis the countryside as a whole (including settlements) that provides
the valued diversity of distinctive landscapes, as well as the settings for most people 6 s

landscapes are usually of value to those who live in them and are therefore deserving of care.

A Some landscapes warrant special safeguard

4 https://www.coe.int/en/web/landscape/home

Even within a universal approach, some landscapes are widely recognised as being of particular
value, are therefore more sensitive to change, and justify special effort to ensure they are
safeguarded. Their designation is an important planning and management tool to ensure they
continue to be given care when proposals for change arise.

A Quality should be the goal

Care for Northern |Irelandds | andscapes needs
and management, along with a considered approach to the development and implementation of
policies and actions which affect landscape.

A Landscapes are a shared responsibility

Northern Ilrelandbs | andscapes are important
appearance; their net effect is of legitimate concern to all those who, for example, live, work, seek
recreation in, or have other associations with, these places. An integrated and collective approach
is therefore required, based on a broad agreement on the direction, nature, and extent of desirable
landscape change.

2.2 The Landscape of Ards and North Down

The Ards and North Down Borough Council area comprises the legacy districts of North Down and
Ards. Landscape assessments for each former administrative area were originally published in two
separate volumes of the NILCA 2000 assessment. The former North Down Borough Council area
comprises the northern coast including the main settlements of Bangor and Holywood, along with
the northern parts of the rural landscapes of the Holywood Hills and Ards Peninsula. Ards District
Council comprised the larger part of the modern Borough Council area, including Strangford Lough
and most of the Ards Peninsula.

The landscape of Ards and North Down is an entirely lowland landscape. Even the highest parts,
the Holywood Hills which rise to only 217m AOD, are farmed and settled. Outside of settlements
the landscape is an overwhelmingly pastoral one of small or medium sized fields, often divided by
clipped hedgerows, which rise and fall across a landscape of undulating drumlins. Inland there are
often only subtle differences to the character of the farmland, for example where the flatter
topography creates a larger landscape scale near Scrabo, or where steep undulating drumlins
create a more enclosed character, such as to the west of Strangford Lough. The larger landforms
of the Holywood Hills and those at Portaferry provide some contrast with the relatively uniform
drumlin landscape, with the craggy outcropping at Scrabo Hill and the steep escarpment at
Craigantlet more dramatic elements.

Al v e s .

It is, however, the relationship with the coast which adds special qualities to this drumlin farmland
landscape. The Borough Council area adjoins three areas of distinct seascape character;
Strangford Lough which is the largest sea lough in the United Kingdom, the long outer Ards coastline
with the Irish Sea with its wide horizons, and the northern coast with Belfast Lough and views to

IronsideFarrar

62009/ November 2022

an

empha

al |



Ards and North Down Borough Council

Landscape Character Assessment Review

Antrim across the busy shipping channel. Inland, within the often disorientating landscape of
undulating drumlins there are usually no views to the sea despite most parts of the landscape being
within a few miles of the coast. It is only when very close to the coast, or from occasional high
points, where the sea is visible.

At Strangford Lough the combination of land and sea results in a landscape of outstanding quality,
recognised through AONB designation. Here farmland sinks abruptly into the lough, and on its east
facing shore the partially submerged drumlins create a complex and intimate coastline in contrast
to the expansive character of other parts of the loughdé soast. Large wooded estates, for example
at Mount Stewart, are an important shoreline feature. The Strangford Lough 6 &trowsais a highlight,
with its opposing picturesque settlements of Portaferry and Strangford, enclosing hills, and wooded
estates. The often fast flowing narrows, its ferry and other maritime activity add animation and
further interest for the observer. Scrabo Hill, accentuated by its tower, is an often present landmark
in views from around the lough.

The Outer Ards Coast is long and undramatic, experienced as a sequence of low rocky
outcroppings, sandy bays, small settlements, with a hinterland of pastoral farmland. While its scenic
gualities are not as high as those around Strangford Lough, it has an exposed, windswept quality
and an increasing sense of remoteness towards the end of the peninsula at Ballyquintin Point.

The northern part of the Borough Council area is the most developed. On the north coast, facing
Belfast Lough, urban development is close to continuous between Holywood and Bangor, with
minimal separation provided by farmland, estates, and undeveloped parts of the coast. The
Holywood Hills provide a backdrop of higher ground contributing to the setting of these settlements
in views from the lough and the Antrim coast.

Newtownards is spread across a flat plain at the head of Strangford Lough, contained by the
Holywood Hills. While the town has historically had little relationship with the lough, and was never
developed as a port, the more recent development of coastal areas for the airport, industrial and
commercial uses means that the town is separated from the lough and does not have a coastal
character.

2.3 Landscape Character Assessments for Ards and North Down

Introduction

The landscape of Ards and North Down is described and characterised as part of 3 separate but
related character assessments:

1 The Northern Ireland Regional Landscape Character Assessment (NIRLCA) published in
2016;

1 The Northern Ireland Regional Seascape Character Assessment (NIRSCA) published in
2014; and

1 The Northern Ireland Landscape Character Assessment (NILCA 2000) published in 1999.

These assessments, and their interrelationship, are briefly described below.

The 2016 Northern Ireland Regional Landscape Character Assessment (NIRLCA)

The Northern Ireland Regional Landscape Character Assessment (NIRLCA) was undertaken in
2016. The NIRLCA provides a strategic overview of the landscape of Northern Ireland, describing
the broad variations in landscape character through the identification of 26 Regional Character
Areas with their own distinct character, identity and sense of place.

Four Regional Character Areas (RCAs) fall within the Ards and North Down boundary, shown on
Figure 1, however it is the Strangford, Ards and Lecale RCA which covers and describes much
of the character of the local authority area.

Strangford, Ards and Lecale: Drumlin strewn, partially submerged, lowlands centred around
Strangford Lough sea lough, including the Ards Peninsula.

Down Drumlins and Holywood Hills: The eastern edge of an extensive plateau of drumlins
covering much of County Down, including the more distinct Holywood Hills and Craigantlet
Escarpment which enclose Belfast to the north east.

Belfast Lough and Islandmagee: A narrow coastal plain forming the transition from the coast to
the Holywood Hills. The area is substantially urbanised, including the settlements of Bangor and
Holywood, main road and rail corridors.

Belfast and Lagan Valley: a largely urban RCA including Belfast and Lisburn, only a very small
part of which falls within the Ards and North Down boundary.

Published in 2016, the NIRLCA remains current and is not subject to revision as part of this review.
It is complementary to the smaller scale NILCA 2000 and this updated assessment.

2014 Northern Ireland Regional Seascape Assessment (NIRSCA)

The Northern Ireland Regional Seascape Character Assessment (NIRSCA) describes the entire
Northern Ireland coast from Londonderry to Newry. The assessment is principally concerned with
coastal character as defined by headlands, islands and other coastal features, and the method of
assessment follows the general principles of landscape character assessment.

The coastline of Northern Ireland is described through 24 Seascape Character Areas (SCAS), 4 of
which adjoin the coastline of Ards and North Down: Strangford Lough, Ards Peninsula, Belfast
Lough and Belfast Harbour.

Regional seascape character areas are shown in Figure 1 along with regional character areas of
the NIRLCA. The updating of the local NILCA includes the review of the seascape assessments to
ensure that important aspects of the coastal landscape character are captured, however the
updated NILCA does not update or replace any part of the 2014 seascape assessment.

The 1999 Northern Ireland Landscape Character Assessment (NILCA 2000)

The Northern Ireland Landscape Character Assessment (NILCA 2000) provides a finer grained and
more detailed characterisation of the landscape than the regional assessment. 10 landscape
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character areas (LCAs) fall wholly or in part within the Borough Council boundary. The NILCA 2000
LCAs are shown on their own in Figure 6 and in relation to the RCAs and SCAs in Figure 1.

LCAs of NILCA 2000 do not fall neatly within NIRLCA 2016 RCA boundaries, because the
assessments were undertaken separately and at different scales, with boundaries of the regional
assessment inherently more imprecise when defining very broad variations in landscape character.
However, there is good correspondence between the two assessments and they complement each
other.

1 Six LCAs overlap substantially with the Strangford, Ards and Lecale RCA, describing the
local variations in character of this large regional area, mostly comprising low lying
undulating drumlin pastures (LCAs 92 Ballyquintin and Lecale Coast, 93 Portaferry and
North Lecale, 94 Strangford Drumlins and Islands, 99 Outer Ards Coast, 100 Ards Farmland
and Estates, 101 Scrabo)

1 Within Ards and North Down the Belfast Lough and Islandmagee RCA comprises one LCA,;
103 Bangor Coastline.

1 The Down Drumlins and Holywood Hills RCA includes the more elevated LCAs of 102
Holywood Hills, small parts of 104 Craigantlet Escarpment and 95 Ballygowan Drumlins.
LCA 95 Ballygowan Drumlins is split between the Strangford, Ards and Lecale RCA and the
Down Drumlins and Holywood Hills RCA, reflecting the gradual and indistinct transition
between these two areas of regional character.

Each original NILCA 2000 LCA character assessment includes key characteristics, landscape
description, an assessment of landscape condition and sensitivity to change, principles for
landscape management and principles for accommodating new development. An overview of the
geodiversity and biodiversity of each LCA was added to the assessment in the mid-2000s.

The original NILCA covers the Ards and North Down landscape in 2 volumes, separating Ards from
North Down. Each volume also includes descriptions of the settings to selected settlements,
including siting and design guidance for new development. Volumes of the original assessment are
not widely available; the assessments for each LCA are published online® but settlement
assessments are not.

The following review updates the NILCA 2000 assessment, incorporating relevant information from
the regional landscape and seascape assessments where appropriate.

2.4 The Need for Reassessment

Within Ards and North Down, and other landscapes in Northern Ireland, development has led to
gradual landscape change over the past 20 years and some present and likely future trends are
different to those from 20 years ago. Some development types, such as wind energy, had very
limited presence in the landscape at the time, whereas wind turbines are now often striking features

5 https://www.daera-ni.gov.uk/articles/landscape-character-northern-ireland

of the rural landscape. House building in the countryside and settlement expansion have also
resulted in landscape change.

For the landscape character assessment to remain relevant to planning policy and the development
management process, it is necessary that the contemporary landscape conditions and sensitivities
are properly described, and that development management guidance is relevant to current and likely
future pressures for change.

At the time of preparing NILCA 2000, the process of landscape character assessment in the UK
was evolving and it predated the publication of the very influential 2002 Landscape Character
Assessment Guidance for England and Scotland (Scottish Natural Heritage/ Countryside Agency).

Recent English guidance, the 2014 An Approach to Landscape Character Assessment (Natural
England), has been adopted in Northernlrelanda s 6 b e s t. Tiper2@L4 duidanae drovides an
approach to landscape character assessment fundamentally unchanged from that described in the
2002 publication. The 2014 publication largely excludes the guidance provided in that of 2002 for

Omaking judgementsod6 with t lacterassedsroentag. foodevelapmenands cape

management guidance, focussing only on the landscape characterisation process. The earlier 2002
guidance remains current in Scotland.

Therefore, as well as ensuring that the assessment reflects current landscape conditions and
trends, it is also of benefit to ensure the assessment corresponds with the established principles of
landscape character assessment that have evolved since publication of the original assessment.

As noted previously, since publication of the original NILCA 2000 assessment, there has been the
publication of the regional landscape and seascape assessments. Updating of the local landscape
character assessment provides an opportunity for linking to, and ensuring consistency with, these
two assessments. The Regional Character Assessment included cultural and perceptual
influences. This LCA review includes an initial review of examples of different forms of cultural
influence across all character areas. It should be noted that the examples are not exhaustive (see
Appendix D).

Finally, the landscape character assessment for the current Ards and North Down Borough Council
area is described in hard copy volumes relating to legacy council areas which are difficult to obtain,
or alternatively as downloadable individual LCA assessments which are lacking in local context.
This review provides the opportunity to present the landscape character assessment for the
Borough Council area in a single comprehensive illustrated report, and in a more accessible format.
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