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Executive Summary 
The project was commissioned by the Firth of Clyde Forum. The report provides a strategic 
assessment of the coastal landscape and seascape of the Firth of Clyde. The study area 
stretches from the Mull of Kintyre in Argyll to Finnarts Bay on the south Ayrshire coast. It 
includes the islands of Arran, Bute and the Cumbraes and stretches north into the Argyll sea 
lochs of Loch Fyne, Loch Long, Loch Goil and Gareloch as well as east to Clydebank.  
 
This project provides an understanding of what is special about the landscape of the Firth of 
Clyde and the experience of this diverse seascape. It provides a landscape context for 
decision makers, and suggests opportunities for landscape change.  
 
The study undertakes a Firth-wide assessment of landscape character, which goes beyond 
individual authority boundaries and places the seascape at the centre of the assessment. 
While the recommendations necessarily include many aspects of land based development, 
they are set within a framework of understanding the experience of the land from the coast 
and the sea and vice versa. 
 
The study area was divided into thirteen Seascape Areas, which were further subdivided into 
136 Coastal Character Areas. These were the focus of field work and individual character 
assessments. Strategic overviews, including recommendations for landscape management 
and opportunities for change, within each Seascape Area are then informed by the individual 
assessments of the Coastal Character Areas. A final, Firth of Clyde-wide overview presents 
discussion on topics which are relevant to the whole Firth.  
 
The resulting study gives a comprehensive strategic overview of the whole of the visual 
seascape of Clyde, identifying many aspects of the land and seascape that are inter-related. 
 
The assessment identifies what is important about the existing landscapes of the coast and 
sea. It also provides guidance on a wide range of opportunities to promote change and 
enhance the landscape – from simple tasks which could be undertaken at community level, 
such as repairing and painting railings, to more strategic advice, for example, on the most 
appropriate locations for conserving isolated coast, and where there are areas of derelict or 
neglected land. 
 
As a single issue study – dealing with visual and landscape appreciation – it falls short of 
being a fully integrated assessment. Nevertheless, the resulting study has reinforced the 
importance of the visual and seascape experience of the Firth of Clyde.  
 
This highly varied seascape is characterised by often surprising inter-visibility and varying 
degrees of containment, where the varying expanse of the water surface creates dynamic 
shifts of light, and the range of topography, vegetation and settlement pattern create an 
extraordinary and diverse coast.  
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1 INTRODUCTION  
This seascape/landscape assessment of the Firth of Clyde was commissioned in April 2012 
by the Firth of Clyde Forum. The contract was managed by Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH) 
on behalf of the Forum. 
 
The study aims to combine an understanding of the experience of the sea and the coast. It 
uses the term ‘seascape’1 to indicate that the geographic area of interest extends beyond 
the land, and takes into account experience of and from the sea. 
 
Primarily commissioned as a character assessment which would take into account the 
experience of both the coast and the sea, the study also assesses the key characteristics of 
each stretch of sea/coast in terms of their sensitivity to built structures, both off and on 
shore, and land management of the coast. 
 
An extract from the study brief, which gives detailed background information can be found in 
Section 16, in Appendix 1: Extract from the Project Brief. 
 
1.1 Background to the study 
Approval of the Marine (Scotland) Act in 2010 introduced a new era for the management of 
Scotland's seas. One of the key elements of the Act is the marine planning provisions, which 
will allow better management of the competing demands on marine resources. Marine 
Planning will be introduced at a national level and also at a regional level through the 
establishment of Scottish Marine Regions. The Firth of Clyde Marine Partnership area has 
been identified in the Draft Scottish Marine Region Order2 as the Clyde Scottish Marine 
Region. 
  
In 2008 the Firth of Clyde SSMEI (Scottish Sustainable Marine Environment Initiative) 
contracted a strategic level landscape/seascape assessment of the Firth of Clyde3 to provide 
an outline description of the landscape character and visual resource to inform the Firth of 
Clyde Marine Spatial Plan. In addition to identifying character zones, recommendations were 
provided in relation to further landscape/seascape assessment work required to inform 
marine spatial planning. The Firth of Clyde Marine Spatial Plan identified that there is limited 
guidance available to local authorities and developers about the impacts of new 
development on the coastal and seascape character of the Firth. Action Plan ENV10 
proposed that a seascape/landscape analysis of the Firth of Clyde be carried out. This study 
has been commissioned to fulfil that objective. 
 
The coastline of the study area is circa 1000km long, and extends across 3500km2 of sea. 
 

                                                
1 ‘Seascapes’ refers to ‘an area of sea, coastline and land, as perceived by people, whose character results from 
the actions and interactions of land with sea, by natural and/or human factors.’  The term is increasing in usage 
and is included within the definition of landscape contained within the European Landscape Convention (See 
European Landscape Convention, Florence, 20.X.2000 The European Landscape Convention) 
2 Issued December 2012 
3 Grant, A Landscape/Seascape Assessment: Firth of Clyde SSMEI (May 2008) – available at 
http://www.clydeforum.com/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=57&Itemid=62 
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1.2 The aims of the study  
The study aims identified in the brief were to: 

• Establish a baseline of the key characteristics of coastal character at the 
strategic and local level 

• Assess the sensitivity of the coastal character to different development and/or 
activities 

• Identify coastal areas with isolated/remote qualities 
• Identify coastal areas with visual sensitivities 

 
The purpose of the study was therefore to undertake an assessment which would analyse 
the physical and experiential qualities of the coast and identify key sensitivities, while also 
providing guidance which could be used to assist in the management of the coastal 
seascape/landscape.  
 
The study area was the whole of the Firth of Clyde. This extends from the Mull of Kintyre in 
the west to the Ayrshire coast at the mouth of Loch Ryan (Figure 1).  
 
The study area was divided into thirteen Seascape Areas, which were further subdivided into 
136 Coastal Character Areas. These were the focus of field work and individual character 
assessments. Strategic overviews of each Seascape Area are then informed by the 
individual assessments of the Coastal Character Areas.  
 
1.3 Structure of the report 
The study has been produced in electronic form only, as pdfs, with GIS mapped information 
to supplement the text with additional study findings. 
 
This introduction, Section 1, outlines the method for the assessment and key background 
information. Section 2 discusses strategic issues, in an Overview of the whole Firth of Clyde. 
 
Assessments for each Seascape Area and the individual assessments for each Coastal 
Character Area within each Seascape Area are available as thirteen separate Sections 
(Sections 3 – 15).  
 
An extract from the brief, including the project objectives, is included in Section 16, Appendix 
1. 
The glossary and references are in Section 17, References and Glossary. 
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1.4 How to use this study 
Assessments were carried out for each individual seascape area4 and each coastal 
character area5. These are found in the pdf files and are accompanied by relevant location 
maps.  
The outputs from the study are strategic, although they are based on field work carried out in 
every individual Coastal Character Area. They provide a context for decision making, but are 
not a substitute for analysis and site work necessary to consider individual development or 
land management proposals. 
 
The study aims to inform both strategic planning for the management of the Clyde coast and 
offers simple guidance on key issues at the level of each coastal character area. The study 
will be of use primarily to those making decisions about the future management of the Firth 
of Clyde and its immediate coast.  
 
The opportunities and guidance presented in each coastal character area are wide ranging, 
and include small, simple measures, such as the removal of litter or the repair and 
maintenance of railings, to more strategic advice on larger scale opportunities, such as the 
alignment of new buildings or the location of fish farms as appropriate.  
 
This means that the outputs from the study could be used by both community groups and 
public authorities to help support funding applications and target spending on social, 
environmental and economical regeneration projects, as well as marine and terrestrial 
planners who need to consider the potential landscape and visual impacts of proposals for 
new development.   
 

                                                
4 Seascape Area – for the purposes of this study, the Firth of Clyde was divided into thirteen seascape areas, 
each of which was identified by its unique relationship to the sea and the influence of maritime qualities on the 
experience of the coast. More information can be found in Section 1.5 ‘Study Method’ 
5 Coastal Character Area – for the purposes of this study, each Seascape Area was subdivided into smaller units 
of coast, defined by coastal character. Coastal character is the distinct, recognizable and consistent pattern of 
physical elements, related to topography, land use and settlement pattern as well as the experience of the coast.  
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1.5 Study Method 
This section of the report sets out the method used in this character and sensitivity 
assessment in detail. The study method was tested and revised with the help of the steering 
group. It follows the following key stages which are explained in more detail below: 
 
1.5.1 Seascape areas 
For the purposes of this assessment, the study area has been divided into thirteen strategic 
‘seascape areas’ within which lie more detailed ‘coastal character areas’. The seascape 
areas are shown on Figures 2 and 3, and are listed below. The section reference indicates 
where, in this report, the assessments can be found: 
 

• Section 3: Inner Firth of Clyde (Includes Dunoon and Holy Loch, then east 
from Cloch Point on both sides of the Firth) 

• Section 4: Gareloch 
• Section 5: Loch Long 
• Section 6: Loch Goil 
• Section 7: Upper Firth of Clyde and the Cumbraes (On the east, from Farland 

Point to Cloch Point and on the west, from Garroch Head on Bute to Dunoon) 
• Section 8: Lower Firth of Clyde (East) (from Farland Head to Heads of Ayr on 

the mainland, and from Sannox south to Bennan Head on Arran) 
• Section 9: Outer Firth of Clyde (from Heads of Ayr south to Loch Ryan) 
• Section 10: Lower Firth of Clyde (West) (from Skipness Point south to Mull of 

Kintyre on Kintyre and from Newton Point south to Bennan Head on Arran) 
• Section 11: Loch Fyne 
• Section 12: Sound of Bute 
• Section 13: Kyles of Bute 
• Section 14: Loch Striven 
• Section 15: Rothesay Sound 

 
These seascape areas were selected taking into account: 
 

• Established marine subdivisions, as used within the Clyde Cruising Club manual6 
• Scale of the sea and influence of maritime conditions 
• Inter-visibility between opposite coastlines 
• Broad character of the coastlines 

 
The coastal limits of each seascape area are readily identified using prominent landform 
features which are highly visible from the sea and often used as navigation aids. 
 
Seascape areas can embrace large swathes of the Firth – such as the Lower Firth of Clyde 
(East) – or small area, such as a single sea loch in Argyll. However, they are all areas where 
there is a visual inter-relationship and where there is interdependency (for example ferry 
links) between opposing coasts. In some cases, a seascape area will straddle more than 
one local authority. Each seascape area is available mapped on a GIS layer. 

                                                
6 Clyde Cruising Club, CCC Sailing Directions and Anchorages ‘Firth of Clyde including Solway Firth and North 
Channel’, ed. Edward Mason, 2011, Imray, Laurie, Norie and Wilson Ltd. 
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1.5.2 Coastal character areas 
Each of these seascape areas have been sub-divided into coastal character areas. These 
are areas where a distinct, recognizable and consistent pattern of physical elements, related 
to topography, land use and settlement pattern can be identified and described, and for 
which sensitivity assessment and recommendations can consistently apply. 136 coastal 
character areas were identified in the study area. 
 
The assessments for each coastal character area are presented within the relevant 
Seascape ‘chapters’ or ‘sections’ of the report. Each written coastal character area 
assessment is accompanied by a map and photographs. Each coastal character area is also 
available mapped on a GIS layer. 
 
The coastal character area forms the main unit for field work and assessment. The following 
sections explain the method used. 
 
1.5.3 Identification of key attributes for assessment and character description 
Seascape/landscape attributes were identified and agreed with the steering group. These 
were used to both define the boundaries for the coastal character areas which form the 
basis of sensitivity assessment and to structure the assessment and descriptions. 
 
The brief recommended that the coastal character methodology outlined in the SNH 
‘Guidance for Landscape/Seascape for Aquaculture’ (2008), be used as the basis for this 
assessment. With this in mind, the following topic areas for identifying key characteristics 
were identified: 
 

• Maritime influences and experience from the sea 
• Maritime development and activity 
• Character and experience of the coastline 
• Topography and land use of the hinterland 
• Settlement pattern, built development and infrastructure 
• Setting of landmarks and features 
• Experience of isolated coast 
• Aesthetic qualities 
• Visual amenity and viewpoints 

 
A brief description of the relevant characteristics is noted for each coastal character area, 
presented in a table format. 
 
1.5.4 Sensitivity assessments for each coastal character area 
Sensitivity assessments are at their most robust if they are undertaken for a specified type of 
development. Once the attributes of that specific development – it may be housing, wind 
turbines or finfish farms – are well understood, a sensitivity assessment can be carried out 
with this particular development in mind. Normally all character areas are therefore 
assessed for all ‘development scenarios’ or ‘development typologies’7 associated with one 
development type only.  
 
For this current study, the sensitivity assessment needed to take into account a wide range 
of potential developments and activities. This was a challenging brief, and would have been 
                                                
7 For example, in a wind turbine capacity assessment, the landscape and visual sensitivity of all character areas 
might be assessed for four development scenarios such as turbines 80m – 130m high; turbines 50m – 80m high; 
turbines 35m – 50m high; and turbines 20m – 35m high. 



Firth of Clyde Seascape Assessment: Section 1 Introduction 
 

14 

impossible, in terms of time and budget, to carry out comprehensive and detailed sensitivity 
assessment for all potential development scenarios for all types of development and activity 
in all coastal character areas.  
 
As a result, this study outlines the sensitivity of each coastal character area to the following 
generic types of development: 
 

• Offshore development including fish farms 
• Settlement 
• Other built development, including roads and coastal infrastructure 
• Land management 

 
For each generic built type of development, the following attributes have been considered 
within the sensitivity assessments. These attributes were identified as having the most likely 
effects on the characteristics of the coastal character areas:  
 

• On shore or offshore location for development 
• Size of development in relation to the scale of the seascape and the relative intricacy 

of the coast 
• Height of development in relation to the vertical scale of the coast 
• Noise of development 
• Movement, including degree of maritime activity 
• Built form including siting, orientation, layout, size and materials  

 
For the land management element, the following attributes were considered within the 
sensitivity assessment: 

• Influence of land management on experience of the sea or coast 
• Type of vegetation and degree of management or cultivation, for example, 

commercial woodland has a different character and operational impact to naturally 
regenerating broadleaves 

• Management operations and infrastructure required 
 
All developments were assessed in relation to potential impacts on the key 
seascape/landscape characteristics, visual impacts and effects, including the setting of 
landmark features, and the importance of skylines and other aspects of visual amenity, and 
the degree of relative wildness or isolation all as identified in the assessment of key 
characteristics. 
 
The sensitivity assessments were expressed using a four point scale for defining sensitivity: 

• Very high sensitivity 
• High sensitivity 
• Medium sensitivity 
• Low sensitivity 

 
The sensitivity assessment is presented in a table format. The sensitivity assessment is 
necessarily indicative and strategic – it is not a substitute for careful site analysis of 
development and land management proposals which still requires to be undertaken on a 
case-by-case basis. 
 
1.5.5 Identifying opportunities and providing guidance  
Opportunities and guidance on landscape enhancement or further development, and on how 
to improve existing development or infrastructure, were identified for each coastal character 
area. These follow on from the sensitivity assessment, and draw on its findings. 
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These opportunities and recommendations have been identified for both on shore and off 
shore development, and for activities as well as developments and infrastructure. They focus 
very much on land management, buildings and built structures which influence both the 
character and experience of the coast, and so often refer in detail to recreational 
opportunities, as this is often the way most people experience the coast and sea. 
 
These opportunities and guidance are presented as bullet points, and follow from the 
sensitivity assessment. 
 
1.5.6 Photographs 
For each coastal character area, up to six annotated photographs have been included to 
illustrate key features identified in the text. 
 
1.5.7 Overall conclusions (by seascape area) 
Finally, for each seascape area there are overall conclusions. These take the form of an 
opening introductory section which describes overall seascape and landscape 
characteristics and key developments within the seascape areas followed by a list of key 
common issues, presented as concluding bullet points, relevant across the whole seascape 
area. 
 
1.6 Study Outputs 
The study has been produced in electronic form only, as a pdf, with GIS mapped information 
to supplement the text with additional study findings. 
 
The assessments for each individual seascape area8 and coastal character area9 are found 
in the pdf files and are accompanied by relevant location maps.  
 
Each coastal character area is also mapped on the GIS database, and the attribute table for 
each coastal character area identifies in which seascape area the coastal character area is 
located. The GIS database also contains strategic overview maps for key topics, which are 
referred to in the Firth of Clyde Overview in Section 2 of this report.  

                                                
8 Seascape Area – for the purposes of this study, the Firth of Clyde was divided into thirteen seascape areas, 
each of which was identified by its unique relationship to the sea and the influence of maritime qualities on the 
experience of the coast. More information can be found in Section 2.4 ‘Study Method’ 
9 Coastal Character Area – for the purposes of this study, each Seascape Area was subdivided into smaller units 
of coast, defined by coastal character. Coastal character is the distinct, recognizable and consistent pattern of 
physical elements, related to topography, land use and settlement pattern as well as the experience of the coast.  


