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9 OUTER FIRTH OF CLYDE 
The outer Firth of Clyde is set against the most extensive seascape in the study area. It 
extends from the Heads of Ayr, just south of Ayr to the mouth of Loch Ryan at Finnarts Bay. 
There is no corresponding west coast counterpart, but this area has extensive views which 
range from Northern Ireland, to the Atlantic and the Mull of Kintyre, as well as to the 
southern coast of Arran. From across the whole area there are excellent views of Ailsa 
Craig. It is the broadest stretch of sea experienced within the study area and, other than at 
the remote Mull of Kintyre, it is also the only stretch of the Firth of Clyde where there are 
views to the open Atlantic. 
 
The topography of the coast ranges from headlands and cliffs to long stretches of sandy 
bay, but a recurring feature is the raised beaches, which often contain narrow fertile coastal 
plains. 
 
Development along this stretch of coast is limited, with very little in the way of industrial 
development (the exception being the alginate works at Dipple), and towns being relatively 
small. The rocky and exposed coastline also limits the opportunities for safe anchorages, 
which tend to be confined to the small, artificial harbours. 
 
Ailsa Craig features consistently in the assessments along this stretch of coast. Located 
some 15 kilometres off the Ayrshire coast, this granite plug rises to over 300m and is a 
prominent landmark feature. It is famous for its Red Hone and Blue Hone granite, used for 
making curling stones, but is no longer actively quarried. The remains of Ailsa Craig castle, 
works associated with the quarry, and a Stevenson lighthouse are located on this remote 
rocky outpost. 
 
For the purposes of this study the Outer Firth of Clyde, shown on Map 7, has been further 
subdivided into ten coastal character areas, each of which have been mapped separately: 
 

• Heads of Ayr to Isle Port (Croy) 
• Isle Port (Croy) to Barwhin Point 
• Maidens 
• Maidens to Ardwell Bay 
• Girvan 
• Ardwell Bay to Bennane Head  
• Bennane Head 
• Bennane Head to Downan Point 
• Ballantrae 
• Downan Point to Finnarts Bay 
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9.1 Overview of conclusions 
The Outer Firth of Clyde is dominated by the vast expanse of the sea, which is barely 
contained by the distant land masses which fringe its outer reaches. The sense of expanse 
can be further emphasised in poor weather, when the distant landfalls disappear from view 
and the sea seems to have no boundaries. The lack of shelter is evident, as the slightest 
wind raises waves.  
 
The associated coast is very diverse, ranging from settlement – including the substantial 
town of Girvan – to difficult to access headlands which are dramatic and secluded, and the 
long stretch of relatively remote coast which extends south of Ballantrae. A particular feature 
is the flat coastal plain, often backed by the linear, abrupt edge of raised beach which forms 
an undulating but sharply defined skyline when viewed from the coast or road. The fertile 
coastal plain is known for growing early Ayrshire potatoes. The spectacularly sited Culzean 
Castle is a striking feature. Culzean’s extensive policies, which create a unique, long stretch 
of wooded coastline, contrast with the more open stretches of coast. The whole coast is 
linked and accessible from the Ayrshire Coastal Path. 
 
These features form the immediate hinterland to a coast which is frequently rocky, with flat 
rocky slabs or as cliffs and rocky headlands, inlets and steep sided coves. There are 
attractive and often popular long sandy bays, sometimes backed by dunes and many of 
them near to the most settled coasts. In addition, at Ballantrae, banks of flat pebbles are a 
singular coastal feature. 
 
The settlements tend for the most part to be small, and several have small, square harbours, 
which are now largely underused. An exception is Girvan, which gives the impression of a 
settlement which makes the most of its maritime setting, a busy place thriving with coastal 
activity set against an attractive townscape. 
 
From the sea, this coast is back-dropped by higher hills, including the landmark Brown 
Carrick Hills, their easily recognisable profiles forming key skylines. 
 
This coast is set against a vast expanse of bright sea, which, combined with openness and 
panoramic views, creates a highly light-reflective atmosphere. This sense of lightness and 
openness, even airiness, is experienced from the sea and the shore, and also higher 
viewpoints. Boats and other features can appear lost in the expanse, but the sense of scale 
is deceptive, as Ailsa Craig (at 338m in height and nearly 15km off shore) appears to loom 
large, its prominence emphasised by the clarity of the light which brings out the topography 
in surprising detail.  
 
There is also a strong sense of the dynamic force of the sea, partly because of the exposure 
and openness, as winds and powerful wave action shape the rugged shorelines and 
shattered cliffs which feature along this shoreline.  
 
The westerly focus of this coastline furthermore creates opportunities for views to 
spectacular sunsets, reflected in the sea and emphasising the profile of Ailsa Craig and the 
Mull of Kintyre.  
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Key issues which should be considered when assessing the landscape and visual 
implications of development on or in the Outer Firth of Clyde include: 

• Take into account the experience from the sea, which is experienced as a vast 
expanse. Views from the main shipping channels out at sea are likely to focus on the 
tops of the headlands, the upland hinterland and prominent landmark hills, which 
form the skylines of blue-tinged, low lying landmasses. 

• Consider impacts on views from these coasts not only to Ireland and the Mull of 
Kintyre but also the open Atlantic – the only opportunity to view this open sea in the 
whole of the study area 

• Maintain the setting of Ailsa Craig, which is a consistent visual focus and is also a 
tourist destination accessed by boat from Girvan. Views both from the land and the 
sea are therefore important. 

• Take into account the clarity of the light which appears to be reinforced by the 
reflectiveness of the sea. This reinforces the sense of openness, and ensures that 
the fine detail of objects and features seem to be sharp and well defined even at 
great distances.  

• The westerly aspect also creates dramatic lighting effects, with the profiles of islands 
and outer land masses set against sunsets and disappearing or reappearing with 
changeable weather conditions 

• Take into account the visual focus of southern Arran, especially from the sea and 
from the coast north of Girvan 

• Reinforce the contrasts in character along the coast, which creates considerable 
diversity very much appreciated from the Ayrshire Coastal Path. 

• Robustly maintain the integrity of those areas of landscape character with individual 
characteristics which strongly influence sense of place, such as the wooded coastline 
and policies of Culzean, the remoteness of the coast between Downan Point and 
Finnarts Bay and the rows of small, quirky wooden holiday cottages near Lendalfoot. 

• Focus development in those areas where development is already more prevalent, to 
reinforce the contrast with the more secluded areas of character 

• There are long stretches of coast in this seascape area where there is little lighting – 
in marked contrast to the seascape area to the north, which is more developed. 
Resist the temptation to introduce more lighting along roads and associated with 
buildings where ever possible, as the ‘dark skies’ are a feature of this coast, 
especially on the headlands  

• Take care to build structures which are in scale with existing characteristic buildings 
styles and located and orientated to reflect existing built patterns 

• Avoid, wherever possible, building tall or large structures between the road and the 
coast, where they are likely to be more visually intrusive than on the landward side of 
the road 

• Resist development on skylines, including the raised beaches, prominent headlands 
and backdrop hills 

• Maintain and where possible enhance the hard landscape detailing in the settlements 
to consolidate a high quality experience of the coast in the settled areas 
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9.2  Heads of Ayr to Isle Port (Croy) 
The high cliffs and rounded headlands and pronounced raised beaches extend either side of 
the more gentle slopes reaching down to the bay at Dunure. The broadly semi-natural 
character of this stretch of coast is reinforced by the drama of the topography, the scrubby 
shoreline vegetation and the dominance of natural and dynamic processes with the sea a 
key influence. 
 
This stretch of coast includes the village of Dunure, a small fishing village with a square, 
stone built harbour which was improved in 1811, but which is prone to drying up. The village 
is dominated by Dunure Castle, which was largely built during the 15th and 16th centuries, but 
by 1696 was being described as ‘wholly ruined’, as it appears today.1 
 

 

                                                
1 Reference: Close, Rob; ‘Ayrshire and Arran: An Illustrated Architectural Guide’, RIAS, 1962 
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9.2.1 Key seascape/landscape and visual characteristics 
 
 Heads of Ayr to Isle Port (Croy) 

 
Maritime influences and 
experience from the sea 
 

The expansive seascape setting is very open, and often experienced as an 
exposed stretch of coast and sea. The extensive scale makes even the larger 
container ships appear small, and the sense of space is reinforced by the distant 
outline of Ireland as well as the appearance of the open Atlantic on the horizon. 
The shoreline seems dominated by natural forces, with waves, winds and tides 
sculpting the rocks and reinforcing a sense of dynamism. 

 
Maritime development and 
activity 

Ships, including container ships, tend to travel well offshore, although there is a 
harbour at Dunure which is a base for a small number of boats. The small stone 
built harbour at Dunure tends to dry up, thereby offering only limited provision for 
visitor boats. 

 
Character and experience 
of the coastline 
 

The coastline is irregular, with a rocky shoreline which rises to dramatic cliffs and 
headlands, alternating with well defined raised beaches which limit views of the 
hinterland, so that the visual focus is often out to sea.  
The tidal reach is relatively limited, but there are short stretches of sand and 
shingle beach, and a longer sandy beach at Bracken Bay. Some stretches of 
shoreline are difficult to access due to rocky outcrops and spurs, especially at high 
tide. There are caves, said to have been used by 18th century smugglers. The 
headlands are often clothed with whin and sloe scrub. 

 
Topography and land use 
of hinterland 

Fields extend as close to the cliff top and shoreline as possible, with fences often 
located at the brink of the slope. Topography varies from deeply concave dips to 
long slightly convex slopes which extend to the top of the raised beaches. The 
fields are open, although there are occasional sparse hedges, but there are also 
more shrubby thickets and small woodlands associated with less accessible areas, 
including the dismantled railway line which forms part of the Ayrshire Coastal Path. 

 
Settlement pattern, built 
development and 
infrastructure 

With the exception of Dunure and nearby Fisherton, which are assessed in the 
next section, this area is sparsely settled, with only two buildings close to the 
coast, and these are tucked away and difficult to see from the sea. Apart from the 
minor road to Dunure, there are no roads and access to the coast is best achieved 
by using the Ayrshire Coastal Path and additional farm tracks, the latter often 
extending down to the more accessible bays, such as Bracken Bay. 

 
Setting of landmarks and 
features 
 

The Heads of Ayr are a significant feature both from land and sea, with their 
dramatic steep cliff directly facing north west.  
The castle at Dunure, which although ruined is surprisingly large, is located on a 
small rocky coastal bluff which has been built upon since the 13th century. The 
doocot is a particular feature of this built complex.  

 
Experience of isolated 
coast 
 

This stretch of coast is often very secluded. There are areas where the shoreline 
and the sea are the only relevant features, as the hinterland is screened by the 
raised beaches and higher slopes. 
The farmed and managed fields, which can extend close to the accessible 
shoreline, limit the sense of isolation. 

 
Aesthetic qualities 
 

The drama of this coastline is in part created by the sheer vertical height of the 
cliffs and headlands. The varied texture of the vegetation – from scrub to grazed 
pasture – and the sense of dynamism on the immediate coast, all set against the 
expanse of the sea adds to the attraction of this coastline.  

 
Visual amenity and key 
Viewpoints 
 

From the sea, especially when travelling on the shipping lanes which are distant 
from the coast, the Brown Carrick Hills dominate the skyline along with the Heads 
of Ayr. 
Other viewpoints include panoramic views from the Heads of Ayr and from the 
coastal path, as well as views from Dunure harbour and castle, both of which are 
visitor attractions. 
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9.2.2 Sensitivity of the seascape/landscape and visual amenity to development 

 Heads of Ayr to Isle Port (Croy) 

 
Off shore development 
including fish farms 
 
 

High sensitivity 
The secluded character of this stretch of coastline is the key constraint, as the 
scale and openness of the expansive sea setting is likely to absorb lowlying 
offshore development, especially where it is set further out to sea. Taller 
structures will be more visually intrusive. High viewpoints, including the Heads of 
Ayr and elevated stretches of the coastal path, offer views which would look 
down upon structures which are close to the shore, and this may be a further 
constraint. A further sensitivity is the setting of Ailsa Craig. 

 
Settlement 
 

High sensitivity 
Scope for buildings close to the shore is limited by the sense of seclusion, and 
the need to maintain an attractive setting to key features, such as Bracken Bay, 
the Heads of Ayr and the settlement of Dunure. 
Buildings would be best located tucked into valleys or small dips which provide 
both shelter and visual screening. 

 
Other built development, 
including roads and 
coastal infrastructure 

Very high sensitivity 
The seclusion of this coast and the wider seascape which in part is reinforced by 
the lack of development and dominance of semi-natural vegetation pattern along 
the immediate coastal edge. Even the buildings are largely hidden (with the 
exception of the settlements). The experience of this semi natural coast, for 
example as experienced from the Ayrshire Coastal Path, would be compromised 
and diminished by additional structures, including masts and turbines, roads and 
associated traffic and other infrastructure which added clutter and detracted from 
the drama of the coastline. 

 
Land management 

Some sensitivity 
The expansion of semi natural woodland, or even mixed policy woodland would 
not detract from the aesthetic qualities or semi-natural character of this stretch of 
coast, as long as views were respected. 

 
9.2.3 Heads of Ayr to Isle Port (Croy): Opportunities and guidance 

• The height and visual drama of this headland is a key feature, and it is 
particularly sensitive to tall structures which would compromise the sense of 
vertical scale 

• From the sea, the Brown Carrick Hills are also a feature, as the skyline is 
more prominent than the detail of the immediate coast from a distance and 
the contribute to the wider setting of the sweep of the Ayr coast 

• There may be opportunities to improve access to the Ayrshire Coastal Path 
with increased car parking and links at appropriate access points 

• Access to the Heads of Ayr (independent of the Ayrshire Coastal Path) can 
be difficult from the south, and there may be future opportunities to improve 
parking and linked access to this elevated stretch of coast 

• Panoramic views, encompassing the sweep of the Lower and Outer Firth, are 
experienced from the Heads of Ayr, and the visual setting of Ailsa Craig, 
Arran and the Mull of Kintyre are all key considerations from this viewpoint 
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9.2.4 Heads of Ayr to Isle Port (Croy): Photographs 
 

 
From the Heads of Ayr looking north to the sweep of the  
Ayrshire coast 
 

 
Looking south from the Heads of Ayr 
 

 
The Ayrshire Coastal Path, here on the route of a former 
railway 

 
 

 
From this often elevated stretch of coast, especially on 
the headlands, there are fine panoramic views across a 
wide expanse of the Firth, here towards Arran 
 

 
At Dunure, the castle and a its associated doocot perch 
above the old village and its harbour 

 
The raised beach along the shore north of Croy 
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9.3 Isle Port (Croy) to Barwhin Point 
This irregular coastline takes in the long sandy bay and rocky shoreline which form the 
setting of the historically significant grade A listed Culzean castle and its extensive designed 
landscape. The shoreline is consistently backed by wind shorn woodland on the steep slope 
of a raised beach.  
 
This stretch of coast includes Culzean Castle, designed by Robert Adam and built in 1777. 
Described as ‘a consummate example of Adam’s skill at internal and external design, his 
ability to adapt his designs to the setting, and to subjugate settings to his design’2. It 
capitalises on its spectacular location, and is complemented by extensive grounds with 
many designed features. It is a popular National Trust for Scotland property and is 
surrounded by the Culzean Country Park.   
 

                                                
2 Reference: Close, Rob; ‘Ayrshire and Arran: An Illustrated Architectural Guide’, RIAS, 1962 
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9.3.1 Key seascape/landscape and visual characteristics 
 
 Isle Port (Croy) to Barwhin Point 

 
Maritime influences and 
experience from the sea 
 

The expansive seascape setting is very open, and experienced as an exposed 
stretch of coast and sea. The extensive scale makes even larger container ships 
appear small, and the sense of space is reinforced by the distant outline of Ireland 
as well as the appearance of the open Atlantic on the horizon. The shoreline 
seems dominated by natural forces, with waves, winds and tides sculpting the 
rocks, trees and the shingle beaches. The sense of dynamism is further reinforced 
by the tidal reach on the sandy bay. 

 
Maritime development and 
activity 

Ships, including container ships, tend to travel well offshore and there is no safe 
harbour for smaller boats along this stretch of coast.  

 
Character and experience 
of the coastline 
 

The coastline is irregular, with a rocky shoreline rising to cliffs to the south, which 
form the immediate setting of Culzean castle.  North of the castle, however, is a 
long, curved bay, which is revealed as sand with some shingle at low tide. The 
character of the coast is strongly influenced by the wind shorn trees which form a 
wedge against the steep slope of the raised and along the cliff tops, and limit 
visibility of the hinterland. 

 
Topography and land use 
of hinterland 

For the most part, the raised beach which forms the key topographical feature of 
the coast is clothed in broadleaved woodland and semi-natural scrub. This 
woodland forms part of wider policy woodlands and shelterbelts which extend into 
the hinterland. They also form the setting and backdrop to a number of built and 
landscaped features within the extensive designed landscape of Culzean castle.  

 
Settlement pattern, built 
development and 
infrastructure 

Apart from a small number of former estate cottages and carparks largely hidden 
in woodland, Culzean castle is the key feature. In addition, there is a small static 
caravan site tucked against the raised beach at Croy at the northern edge of the 
long sandy bay. It does not intrude upon the castle setting. The area is a Country 
Park, accessible from the NTS car parks and from the Ayrshire Coastal Path. 

 
Setting of landmarks and 
features 

Culzean castle is a dramatic and prominent feature, as it is perched right out on 
the coast, elevated on a rocky outcrop. Both the immediate setting, and its location 
in wider views from A719. 
The sandstone cliffs incorporate caves and recesses which aided smugglers who 
used this coast in the eighteenth century. 

 
Experience of isolated 
coast 
 

This coast is secluded, but is a popular and accessible destination, with evidence 
of human activity and modest recreational development which limits sense of 
isolation. Seclusion is reinforced by the woodland, which limits views of the more 
managed hinterland, and by the semi-natural character of the vegetation as well 
as limited built development. 

 
Aesthetic qualities 
 

The integrity of the woodland and its consistency provides a foil for the drama of 
the castle and its elevated position. The quality of the policies and the long sweep 
of sandy bay are further attractive attributes. 

 
Visual amenity and key 
viewpoints 
 

Culzean Castle, and a number of viewpoints associated with the cliff top walk and 
the accessible long sandy beach – there is very little which is not visually sensitive 
in some form. The Castle is a visual focal point in much wider views from 
surrounding roads and hilltops, as well as being a viewpoint location. 
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9.3.2 Sensitivity of the seascape/landscape and visual amenity to development 

 Isle Port (Croy) to Barwhin Point 

 
Off shore development 
including fish farms 
 
 

Very high sensitivity 
The irregular and relatively secluded coastline is sensitive, but the key constraint 
is the visual focus and the setting of Culzean castle, which includes the seaward 
setting. While low structures well off shore are likely to have a more limited 
impact, taller structures and structures close to shore, where they can be readily 
overlooked from the elevated viewpoints, would be sensitive. 

 
Settlement 
 

High sensitivity 
The key visual focus of this stretch of coast is Culzean castle. Buildings which 
detract from this focus and the wider setting of the castle is going to be highly 
sensitive. Buildings hidden within the woodland and set back from the coast are 
likely to be less sensitive visually, but the effects on the integrity and quality of 
the designed landscape are a further constraint. 

 
Other built development, 
including roads and 
coastal infrastructure 

Very high sensitivity 
The key visual focus of this stretch of coast is Culzean castle, and any other 
development which detracts from this focus and the wider setting of the castle is 
going to be highly sensitive. The effects of any development on the integrity and 
quality of the designed landscape are a further constraint. Care should be taken 
not to clutter this landscape. 

 
Land management 

High sensitivity 
The woodland is a very important component of this coastline, both in terms of 
local backdrop and setting, and in terms of the contrast it creates with more 
open stretches of the coast in southern Ayrshire 

 
9.3.3 Isle Port (Croy) to Barwhin Point: Opportunities and guidance 

• Any addition to shoreline development should be very carefully considered in 
terms of impacts on the setting of Culzean castle and integrity of the 
designed landscape as well as views from the sea and wider area 

• Native woodland acts as a unifying feature along this coast. Any new coastal 
development should maximise existing screening potential of the woodland 
and aim to include woodland in plans 

• The woodlands are a key feature of this landscape, both in local terms and 
within the wider context of the firth. Continued care and management will be 
required to maintain this feature.  
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9.3.4 Isle Port (Croy) to Barwhin Point: Photographs 
 

 
From Culzean Bay, the expanse of the views of the sea 
takes in Arran 

 
 

 
Culzean Castle, perched on the top of the cliffs 
 

 
The wooded shoreline, with the abrupt cliffs and raised 
beach, which extends along this entire stretch of coast 

 
 

 
The Ayrshire Coastal Path extends through Culzean 
estate woodlands, above the cliffs 
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9.4 Maidens  
Maidens clusters round the harbour at the south end of Maidens beach, and then extends 
along the length of the beach facing towards Ailsa Craig. It is characterised by recent 
development, low bungalows and a caravan park, although the beach is long and sandy, at 
its north end sitting below the wooded outcrop of Barwhin Point and policies of the south end 
of Culzean. 
 
Turnberry is located to the south of Maidens, but is not a coastal settlement and has not 
been assessed as part of this study.  
 
No photographs of Maidens are available for this coastal character area. 
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9.4.1 Key seascape/landscape and visual characteristics 
 
 Maidens  

 
Maritime influences and 
experience from the sea 
 

Girvan overlooks the expanse of the firth of Clyde, but is tucked behind a 
promontory and sheltered to the north by Barwhin Point, so that the views towards 
Ailsa Craig are framed by rocky spurs and the sense of vastness experienced on 
other stretches of coast is less pronounced. The sandy beach, revealed at low 
tide, reinforces the sense of dynamism associated with the sea. 

 
Maritime development and 
activity 

Container ships bypass the town well out to sea, but the small harbour and the 
bay both have anchorages for yachts.  

 
Character and experience 
of the coastline 
 

The Maidenhead Rocks enclose the bay to the south, and provide containment for 
the harbour. Barwhin Point forms an elevated outcrop to the north, so that this 
stretch of coast feels slightly enclosed. 
There is a swathe of grassland, occupied at the south end by a bowling green and 
a play park, which separates the village from the immediate shore. 
The shoreline is a long curved beach, with shingle and sand revealed at low tide.  

 
Topography and land use 
of hinterland 

The key topographical and landuse feature is the elevated and wooded Barwhin 
Point. This is part of Culzean estate and overlooks the beach and settlement from 
the north. The hinterland land use is open fields with a race course to the south 
west, but it has little bearing on the coast.  

 
Settlement pattern, built 
development and 
infrastructure 

Maidens is a slightly straggling village mostly of relatively recent development 
which extends along the coast, merging with a static caravan park to the north. 
The harbour is formed by a stone quay, with a breakwater linking to the 
Maidenhead Rocks.   
 

 
Setting of landmarks and 
features 
 

There are no particular landmark features associated with Maidens. 

 
Experience of isolated 
coast 
 

This coast above the beach is urbanised in character, with no experience of 
isolated or even secluded coast. 

 
Aesthetic qualities 
 

The sandy beach is attractive 

 
Visual amenity and key 
Viewpoints 
 

Views along the coast are limited by the topography and the settlement, but views 
to sea focus on Ailsa Craig 
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9.4.2 Sensitivity of the seascape/landscape and visual amenity to development 

 Maidens 

 
Off shore development 
including fish farms 
 
 

High sensitivity 
The enclosure around this bay reduces the sense of expanse. Views to Ailsa 
Craig are a sensitivity, and while the scale and openness of the expansive sea 
setting is likely to absorb lowlying offshore structures, especially where they are 
set further out to sea, taller structures may impinge on these views. Structures 
closer to shore will be very overlooked. 

 
Settlement 
 

Low sensitivity 
The key sensitivities relate to building design rather than the opportunities to 
build in principal.  

 
Other built development, 
including roads and 
coastal infrastructure 

Low sensitivity 
The key sensitivities relate to the design of structures rather than the 
opportunities to build in principal, although tall structures would be out of scale 
with the low profile of the buildings and the vertical scale of Barwhin Point. 

 
Land management 

Low sensitivity 
The land management of the hinterland has very little impact on the experience 
of the coast. The exception is Barwhin Point, but this is addressed in the 
previous section of this report. 

 
9.4.3 Maidens: Opportunities and guidance 

• Continued restoration and upgrading of facilities should be encouraged, but 
care should be taken to avoid adding clutter 

• It is important to maintain and enhance where necessary the quality of the 
built structures and infrastructure 

• Coherence of design will help avoid unnecessary clutter along this town 
frontage.  
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9.5 Maidens to Ardwell Bay 
This irregular stretch of coast includes a number of promontories, the largest of which is 
Turnberry Point, and offshore islands set against long sandy beaches, backed by relatively 
level coastal plain. The shore is not developed, but a wide range of development – from the 
world famous Turnberry golf course and associated spa hotel resort, housing, hotels and 
industry – is located on the immediate hinterland, where the fertile farmland is used for 
growing vegetables, and in the past, early Ayrshire potatoes. This stretch of coast also 
includes the harbour and settlement of Girvan, which is subject to separate assessment in 
the following section. 
 

 
 
 
 



Firth of Clyde Seascape Assessment: Section 9 Outer Firth of Clyde 
 

18 

9.5.1 Key seascape/landscape and visual characteristics 
 
 Maidens to Ardwell Bay 

 
Maritime influences and 
experience from the sea 
 

The expansive seascape setting is very open, and the longer stretches of beach 
can be experienced as exposed stretch of coast and sea, although there are more 
sheltered locations in the lea of the low headlands. The extensive scale makes 
even the larger container ships appear small, and the sense of space is reinforced 
by the distant outline of Ireland. The sandy shore revealed at low tide, which also 
allows access to rocky islets, reinforces the sense of dynamism. 

 
Maritime development and 
activity 

Large ships tend to travel well offshore, but there is a substantial harbour at Girvan 
used by recreational sailing boats as well as fishing boats.  

 
Character and experience 
of the coastline 
 

The coastline is the most irregular stretch in this coastal area, with stretches of 
rock slab and low rocky promontories, including Turnberry Point and Black Neuk, 
as well as off shore islands, some of which can be reached at low tide, all linked 
by long sand-shingle beaches which are revealed at low tides. There are 
spectacular dunes adjacent to Turnberry beach. 

 
Topography and land use 
of hinterland 

The level coastal plain is backed by a prominent raised beach which merges with 
slightly higher hills to the north and south, but which frequently forms a very 
pronounced containing edge to the flat coastal plain. The land use is dominated by 
small fields of fertile soil, historically associated with early Ayrshire potatoes, which 
still support vegetable and arable farming. Turnberry golf courses extend across 
the broad peninsula associated with Turnberry Point, where the remains of 
Turnberry castle perch on the coast. There is a local golf course at Girvan. 

 
Settlement pattern, built 
development and 
infrastructure 

This stretch of coast has a wide diversity of different land uses, from the golf 
course, caravan parks and hotels to farm steadings and larger farm buildings. 
There is a large alginate factory at Dipple and coastal settlements at Maidens and 
Girvan. There are also several telecoms masts along the top of the raised beach. 
The A77 extends along most of this coast, sometimes set back against the break 
in slope at the edge of the raised beach, but south of Girvan it is closer to the sea, 
overlooking the coast. The Ayrshire Coastal Path ensures access to the coast, 
apart from at Turnberry golf course, although parking opportunities are limited. 

 
Setting of landmarks and 
features 

Turnberry lighthouse, perched on a low rocky outcrop, is the main landmark 
feature on this coast. Nearby are the remains of Turnberry Castle and the 
memorial to the Royal Flying Corps, built in 1923. 
While not on the coast, the listed Turnberry Hotel is elevated and a prominent 
landmark feature. 

 
Experience of isolated 
coast 
 

This stretch of coast is neither isolated nor secluded. Although the less accessible 
stretch of coast between Turnberry and Girvan is set apart from the busy road and 
much of the settlement, the industrial works at Dipple are very visible and the 
fields are farmed close to the coastal edge, therefore the experience of the coast 
is always influenced by human activity. 

 
Aesthetic qualities 

The contrast between the low rocky headlands and the long stretches of sandy 
beach, often backed by dunes, is an attractive feature of this coast. 

 
Visual amenity and key 
viewpoints 
 

From the sea, especially when travelling on the shipping lanes which are distant 
from the coast, the low profile of this coast is likely to be difficult to see, and the 
main focus will be on the skylines of the higher inland raised beaches and hills. 
The sandy beaches, the settlements and the Ayrshire coastal path route are all 
key viewpoints, and Ailsa Craig is a key off shore feature. Views to the open sea 
from the road are largely unimpeded by buildings as settlement tends to be on the 
landward side of the road. 
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9.5.2 Sensitivity of the seascape/landscape and visual amenity to development 

 Maidens to Ardwell Bay 

 
Off shore development 
including fish farms 
 
 

High sensitivity 
The irregular coastline as well as high degree of overlook increase sensitivity of 
this stretch of coast, although the roads and settlements are lowlying and 
therefore seaward views are foreshortened.  However, the setting of Ailsa Craig 
is an additional sensitivity and this is especially sensitive to tall structures. 

 
Settlement 
 

Some sensitivity 
With occasional exceptions, most settlement is set well back from the coast, 
against the raised beach and often on the landward side of the road, allowing 
unimpeded views of the sea. Due to the existing diversity of structures, there is a 
danger of visual clutter. The setting of landmark features, such as the castle and 
the Turnberry Hotel are sensitive to development which would detract from their 
visual focus 

 
Other built development, 
including roads and 
coastal infrastructure 

High sensitivity 
The key sensitivity relates to the potential for visual clutter if new infrastructure 
and development introduced more sizes and types of development without 
regards to existing structures.  Existing foci for development are less sensitive to 
change, and the coast is sensitive to tall structures because of its low profile and 
high visibility from the road.  

 
Land management 

Some sensitivity 
The small fields, growing vegetable crops, are a traditional as well as existing 
land use for this area, and create a distinctive pattern often of smaller patchwork 
of colours across this narrow fertile plain 

 
9.5.3 Maidens to Ardwell Bay: Opportunities and guidance 

• Development should be resisted between the road and the coast wherever 
possible, to limit impacts on views of the sea 

• There is a danger that additional land based development would add clutter 
to a landscape which already contains a range of different types of 
development, therefore size, massing, design and setting of any additional 
development should aim to work closely with established patterns of 
development  

• The top of the raised beach is a prominent visual feature, often seen against 
the sky, and development on the top or steep seaward side slopes should be 
resisted 

• Opportunities for additional carparking, or access to the Ayrshire coastal 
route from existing parking places, should be considered 

• The setting and visual focus of Ailsa Craig is a key constraint to offshore 
development 
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9.5.4 Maidens to Ardwell Bay: Photographs 
 

 
The shore combines slabby rocky areas with shingle 
beach, set against the long horizon of the sea 

 
 

 
Areas of dumped rubble along the coast  
 

 
The fertile, flat fields grow vegetables, here in fields 
adjacent to the works at Dipple 
 

 
Towards Ardwell Bay, the fields are on the landward side 
of the road, backed by raised beaches and coastal hills 
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9.6 Girvan 
Girvan dates back to 1668, and is built around a harbour which today is still occupied by 
fishing vessels as well as recreational yachts. It has a linear grid pattern established in the 
19th century, and the town sits back from the coast, with simple single and two storey houses 
facing the sea, overlooking a mown grass front. The town maximises its coastal location, 
with coastal walks, a fine esplanade, access to well-groomed sandy beaches and a resort-
type funfair, as well as the harbour and associated boat-based industries. 
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9.6.1 Key seascape/landscape and visual characteristics 
 
 Girvan 

 
Maritime influences, 
experience from the sea 
 

Girvan overlooks the vast expanse of the firth of Clyde and makes the most of its 
maritime location. The coast overlooks the expanse of the firth, gives it a light, 
airy setting which can also feel exposed on the seaward side, although the town 
itself is partially sheltered as it is set well back from the shore, separated by a 
sward of green mown grass. 

 
Maritime development and 
activity 
 

Container ships bypass the town well out to sea, but the harbour is a safe 
anchorage for yachts and the town still has a fishing fleet, although it can be 
difficult to access because the channel is prone to silting after heavy rain.  
There are also frequent – daily in the summer – sailings to Ailsa Craig from 
Girvan 

 
Character and experience 
of the coastline 
 

The town has a fine esplanade walk along the sea walls overlooking a sandy 
beach, behind which is a funfair park, creating an attractive resort type 
atmosphere. South of this, there is a swathe of mown grass with seats and a 
tarmac path, providing good access to the coast. This path extends south of the 
town, linking to other settlement along the A77. Girvan golf course backs onto the 
coast north of the river. 
The shoreline is a long beach, with shingle and an expanse of sand revealed at 
low tide.  

 
Topography and land use 
of hinterland 

Girvan is a tightly focused settlement, limited in extent to the north by the river, 
and to the east by the railway. It occupies a striking location, set on low lying 
ground at the mouth of the valley of the Water of Girvan and backed by Doune 
Hill and the very striking Dow Hill. More recent development tends to be to the 
east, with the older settlement close to the coast. 

 
Settlement pattern, built 
development and 
infrastructure 
 

Girvan has been established on a linear grid pattern which extends parallel to the 
coast, and it is relatively lowlying although there are a number of spires, including 
Auld Stumpy, an 18th century tower.  
The harbour is sheltered by long walls which extend west either side of the mouth 
of the river. 
At the very southern edge of the town is a carpark from which the beach and the 
coastal walks are easily accessed. 

 
Setting of landmarks and 
features 

The war memorial, a tall obelisk, is set in a large mown grass park, which opens 
west to the sea and views to Ailsa Craig. 
The harbour is attractive, the landward side framed by the spires of Auld Stumpy 
to the south and a sandstone kirk to the north. 

 
Experience of isolated 
coast 
 

This coast is urbanised in character. There is no experience of isolated coast. 

 
Aesthetic qualities 

While not an aesthetic quality, there is a strong feeling of ‘seaside resort’ in this 
town which feels busy and has a varied range of attractions. The expanse of sand 
exposed at low tide is carefully groomed and a key attraction 

 
Visual amenity and key 
viewpoints 
 

Views from the esplanade are particularly important, and there are also views to 
and from the town more widely, all of which tend to focus on Ailsa Craig. Views 
from the sea, including from recreation yacht users and the daily trips to Ailsa 
Craig, are also significant, as this is one stretch of the Ayrshire coast where 
smaller sea going vessels come close to shore. 
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9.6.2 Sensitivity of the seascape/landscape and visual amenity to development 

 Girvan 

 
Off shore development  

High sensitivity 
Views to Ailsa Craig are a particular feature from Girvan, both from land and 
from the sailing trips to the Craig. While the scale and openness of the 
expansive sea setting is likely to absorb lowlying offshore structures, especially 
where they are set further out to sea, taller structures may impinge on these 
views and the setting of Ailsa Craig. Structures closer to shore will be very 
overlooked. 

 
Settlement 
 

High sensitivity 
There is a ‘resort’ character to Girvan which is a key consideration in any future 
coastal development. Both the design and the build quality of structures needs 
to be high to maintain the feel of a high quality resort.    

 
Other built development, 
including roads and 
coastal infrastructure 

Some sensitivity 
As with buildings, both the design and the build quality of infrastructure on the 
coast needs to be high to maintain the feel of a high quality resort. Clutter should 
be avoided - it is especially important to avoid fragmenting the grass sward with 
additional built development, as it acts as a simple foil to busier elements of the 
townscape. In addition, the simple design of key elements, such as the 
esplanade and the simple tarmac path, strengthen visual coherence. A particular 
attraction is the contrast between the built structures, the grassy sward and 
semi-natural appearance of the shoreline. 

 
Land management 

Low sensitivity 
It is unlikely that changes to land management behind the settlement will affect 
the setting of this stretch of coast. 

 
9.6.3 Girvan: Opportunities and guidance 

• Continued restoration and upgrading of facilities should be encouraged, but 
care should be taken to avoid adding clutter – the existing diversity is 
attractive, but only because it is well sited and allows the grass frontage to 
dominate 

• It is important to maintain and enhance where necessary the quality of the 
built structures and infrastructure – including paving, railings, street furniture 
– to consolidate the impression of a high quality resort. 

• Coherence of design will help avoid unnecessary clutter along this attractive 
town frontage.  

• There are daily sailings to Ailsa Craig from Girvan – a offshore structures 
should take into account both the setting and the journey to and from this 
granite outcrop  
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9.6.4 Girvan: Photographs 
 

 
There is a fine promenade along the entire length of the 
coast of Girvan, here looking north to the prominent 
skyline of the coastal hills 
 

 
The war memorial, set in a sward of mown grass, 
overlooks the coast and Ailsa Craig 
 

 
The groomed sandy beach and the breakwater sheltering 
the harbour. Arran is visible in the distance 

 

 
The sheltered and busy harbour, with the spire of Old 
Stumpy in the middle of the frame 
 

 
Girvan has a fantastic seaside resort character, which is 
reinforced by the boating ponds and play park 

 

 
The coastal access is enhanced by the fine quality of the 
built structures as the promenade links to the harbour 
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9.7 Ardwell Bay to Bennane Head 
This irregular coastline includes tiny bays, occasional offshore islands and promontories set 
against a level coastal plain in for the most part. The coastal plain is backed by a raised 
beach, which extends much closer to the shore to the north end of this stretch of coast. A 
key feature of this stretch of coast is the A77 which sits close to the coast for the entire 
length of this stretch. 
 
Set back from this coast, but visible from it is the tiny settlement of Lendalfoot, which is 
overlooked by the ruins of the 15th century Carleton Castle. The village includes a row of 
small fishermen’s cottages.  It has developed into a linear settlement during the 20th century, 
with wooden holiday huts located parallel to the coast back against the raised beach.  
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9.7.1 Key seascape/landscape and visual characteristics 
 
 Ardwell Bay to Bennane Head 

 
Maritime influences and 
experience from the sea 
 

The expansive seascape setting is very open, and often experienced as an 
exposed stretch of coast and sea. The extensive scale makes even the larger 
container ships appear small. The shoreline seems dominated by natural forces, 
with waves, winds and tides reinforcing a sense of dynamism. 

 
Maritime development and 
activity 

Ships, including container ships, tend to travel well offshore and there are no a 
facilities for berthing or anchoring yachts on this stretch of coast.  

 
Character and experience 
of the coastline 
 

The coastline is irregular, reinforced by occasional small bays, promontories and 
off shore islands. 
The tidal reach is relatively limited, although there are wider stretches of shingle 
and sandy shore revealed at low tide around the mouth of the Water of Lendal. 
The coast is overlooked by a raised beach, which for the most part forms the 
backdrop to a narrow, level coastal plain. 

 
Topography and land use 
of hinterland 

The raised beach, slumped at the foot of higher hills, forms the interim skyline to 
much of this stretch of coast. 
The narrow, level coastal plain is farmed, subdivided into small fields along its 
length, except where houses have been sited and the fields are now gardens. 
Small areas of farmed level ground still appear even where the steeper slopes 
extend close to the shore to the north towards Ardwell Bay. 
The hinterland is characterised by low but prominent hills, including Balsalloch Hill 
and Knockormal Hill 

 
Settlement pattern, built 
development and 
infrastructure 

There is no shoreline development, but there is a static caravan park close to the 
coast just north of ‘Sawney Bean’s cave’ car park. There is also a car park located 
near the monument to the Russian cruiser, Varyag, which ran aground nearby. 
A very distinctive feature of this coast is the rows of compact, characterful, wooden 
holiday huts, set back against the raised beach. Although diverse and somewhat 
quirky, they are generally all of a similar size, material and alignment.  
The Ayrshire Coastal Path follows the verge of the A77 for part of this coastal 
stretch. 

 
Setting of landmarks and 
features 
 

The elevated Carleton castle is relatively prominent. 
The Varyag monument is a modest landmark feature.   

 
Experience of isolated 
coast 
 

This stretch of coast is not isolated, with the road and settlement overlooking the 
shore. The coast is relatively accessible, with several access points and laybys. 

 
Aesthetic qualities 
 

The wooden holiday houses, while not an aesthetic quality as such, are very 
distinctive of this area. The integrity created by the consistent approach to siting 
(back against the raised beach), size, orientation and materials used reinforces 
this key characteristic. 

 
Visual amenity and key 
Viewpoints 
 

From the sea, especially when travelling on the shipping lanes which are distant 
from the coast, the higher hills behind the coast are likely to be more significant 
than the immediate coastal features, although the row of little white fishermen’s 
cottages will stand out against the backdrop of the raised beach. 
From the land, however, the raised beach is very prominent as its profile is often 
visible against the sky. 
The seaward views look directly towards Ailsa Craig. 
Key viewpoints include the road and the Varyag monument. 
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9.7.2 Sensitivity of the seascape/landscape and visual amenity to development 

 Ardwell Bay to Bennane Head 

 
Off shore development 
including fish farms 
 
 

Some sensitivity 
Views to Ailsa Craig are a particular feature from this stretch of coast, and while 
the scale and openness of the expansive sea setting is likely to absorb lowlying 
offshore structures, especially where they are set further out to sea, taller 
structures may impinge on these views and the setting of Ailsa Craig. 

 
Settlement 
 

High sensitivity 
While there is potential to site new housing along this stretch of coast, the 
location, size, orientation and materials should reflect the distinctive and 
characterful wooden holiday huts which characterise this area. There is already 
an inclination to build larger houses which do not reflect the proportions of the 
current huts and this diminishes the integrity of this key characteristic. 

 
Other built development, 
including roads and 
coastal infrastructure 

High sensitivity 
The scale relationship between any new coastal developments and the size of 
the wooden huts is likely to be a key sensitivity, and is likely to be a constraint on 
the siting and design of larger developments and tall structures. 
A further constraint is the need to minimise clutter in this landscape, which is 
already relatively busy, with the current presence of housing, other built 
development, the castle and monuments, the road and the static caravan site. 

 
Land management 

Some sensitivity 
The flat open fields, which are relatively small in size are a simple contrast to the 
built development and contribute to their setting.   

 
9.7.3 Ardwell Bay to Bennane Head: Opportunities and guidance 

• Any coastal development or buildings which are out of scale with the wooden 
huts should be resisted, as they are a distinctive feature which has largely 
retained its integrity over the years, although it was noted that some recent 
development and extensions have begun to compromise the integrity of this 
feature 

• Any appropriate scaled housing should be located at the base of the raised 
beach, and aim to follow the orientation of the existing housing, to maintain 
the integrity of the settlement pattern 

• The top of the raised beach, which is a prominent visual feature, often seen 
against the sky, is a sensitive feature, and development on the top or steep 
seaward side slopes should be resisted 

• From the sea, the more inland hills, including Balsalloch Hill and Carleton 
Hill, are a key feature, as the skyline is more prominent than the detail of the 
immediate coast from a distance, and therefore structures on these hills will 
be prominent from the sea 

• Views to Ailsa Craig are a particular feature of this stretch of coast, and 
should be considered in the siting of off shore structures 
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9.7.4 Ardwell Bay to Bennane Head: Photographs 
 

 
from the car park above Sawney Bean’s cave (which 
could be upgraded), there is a fine view along this stretch 
of coast – the static caravan park is on a ledge in the 
foreground 
 

 
The abrupt steep profile and skyline of the raised beach is 
a particular characteristic of this coast 
 

 
From all along this coast there are clear views of Ailsa 
Craig 

 

 
Lendalfoot, the quirky little wooden houses tucked into the 
lee of the raised beach 
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9.8 Bennane Head 
The high cliffs and rounded headland of Bennane Head rises almost directly from the sea 
saving a narrow terrace on which lies the route of the old A77. The road itself is still in place, 
partially overgrown. Other wise this short section of coast is remarkably secluded. It is also 
the site of the cave of the alleged cannibal clan of Sawney Bean. 
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9.8.1 Key seascape/landscape and visual characteristics 
 
 Bennane Head 

 
Maritime influences and 
experience from the sea 
 

The expansive seascape setting is very open, and is often experienced as an 
exposed stretch of coast and sea. The extensive scale makes even the larger 
container ships appear small, and the sense of space is reinforced by the distant 
outline of Ireland as well as the appearance of the open Atlantic on the horizon. 
The shoreline seems dominated by natural forces, with wave and winds sculpting 
the rocks and reinforcing a sense of dynamism. 

 
Maritime development and 
activity 

Ships, including container ships, tend to travel well offshore, and there are no 
anchorages or moorings along this stretch of coast.  

 
Character and experience 
of the coastline 
 

The coastline is ‘outward facing’, acting as a pivotal point along the coast. The 
shoreline is characterised by dramatic cliffs, rocky spurs and large boulders which 
make access to the foreshore very difficult. 
The tidal reach is limited. There are caves and well defined recesses in the rocks, 
including the alleged cave of the infamous, and possibly mythical Sawney Bean.  

 
Topography and land use 
of hinterland 

This headland is largely clothed in unimproved grassland and whin scrub. 

 
Settlement pattern, built 
development and 
infrastructure 
 

There is a cluster of 20th century houses close to Bennane Lea, but otherwise 
there is no development along this stretch of coast. An elevated car park and 
viewpoint overlooks the area adjacent to the current A77.  
The Ayrshire Coastal Path extends inland from this coast and instead uses the 
verge of the busy A77. 

 
Setting of landmarks and 
features 
 

Bennane Head is itself a landmark feature when seen both from the land and from 
the sea.  

 
Experience of isolated 
coast 
 

This stretch of coast is surprisingly secluded, and for the most part it is even 
difficult to hear the traffic noise from the A77 on the other side of the headland.  
However, it is not isolated, and the key indicator of human influence is the former 
A77, including the road barriers and the safety netting, all of which has been left in 
place but is showing signs of neglect.  

 
Aesthetic qualities 
 

The drama of this coastline is in part created by the vertical height of the cliffs and 
the headland, along with the rocky coast.  

 
Visual amenity and key 
Viewpoints 
 

There is a viewpoint off the A77 which overlooks the stretch of coast to the north. 
The high net fencing around this viewpoint is however intrusive and the car park is 
not attractive. 
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9.8.2 Sensitivity of the seascape/landscape and visual amenity to development 

 Bennane Head 

 
Off shore development 
including fish farms 
 
 

Some sensitivity 
While the secluded character of this stretch of coastline is a constraint, it is 
relatively short and the scale and openness of the expansive sea setting is likely 
to absorb lowlying offshore development, especially where it is set further out to 
sea. Taller structures will be more visually intrusive. A further sensitivity is the 
setting of Ailsa Craig. 

 
Settlement 

High sensitivity 
For the most part, the seclusion and semi-natural character of this rocky 
headland as well as its role as a prominent landmark feature, are constraints to 
additional housing, except any well sited additions at Bennane Lea. 

 
Other built development, 
including roads and 
coastal infrastructure 

High sensitivity 
For the most part, the seclusion and semi-natural character of this rocky 
headland as well as its role as a prominent landmark feature, are constraints to 
additional housing, except any well sited additions at Bennane Lea. 
The experience of this semi natural coast would be compromised and 
diminished by additional structures, including masts and turbines, roads and 
associated traffic and other infrastructure which added clutter and detracted from 
the coastline. 

 
Land management 

Some sensitivity 
The expansion of semi natural woodland would not detract from the aesthetic 
qualities or semi-natural character of this stretch of coast, as long as views were 
respected. 

 
9.8.3 Bennane Head: Opportunities and guidance 

• Any additional housing should be located at Bennane Lea, and careful siting, 
to reflect either the existing linear development, or set housing back against 
the steep rising rocky cliff, is required to avoid clutter. Any further 
development should be similar in size to the existing houses, again to limit 
visual clutter. 

• The height of the headland is particularly sensitive to tall structures which will 
be seen in profile against the sky and which will diminish the vertical scale 

• There may be opportunities to improve access to the Ayrshire Coastal Path 
with increased car parking and links at appropriate access points 

• The car park and viewpoint on the A77 could be upgraded, as it is currently 
unattractive 

• It would be possible to route the Ayrshire Coastal Path along this stretch of 
coast, using the former, now overgrown A77 to introduce the sense of 
seclusion and the drama of the rocky cliffs and to avoid walking along the 
current route along the busy stretch of the A77 
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9.8.4  Bennane Head: Photographs 
 

 
Bennane Head from the south, illustrating its cliffs facing 
the sea 
 

 
The rocky cliff edges which makes it difficult to get to the 
shore 
 

 
The former road could be used to re-route the Ayr Coastal 
Path, which currently uses the verge of the existing road, 
which is both dangerous and unpleasant 

 

 
The cluster of houses at Bennane Lea are tucked against 
the cliff faces at the edge of fields and overlooking the 
shore 
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9.9  Bennane Head to Downan Point 
Apart from the low rocky promontory associated with Ballantrae, this coast is relatively 
regular. The farmed coastal plain is backed by the abrupt edge of the raised beach, although 
low hills curve round the mouth of the River Stinchar south of Ballantrae. The upgraded A77 
extends through the middle of the coastal plain north of Ballantrae.  The whole area is 
relatively sparsely settled with occasional farms and single houses. 
 
This stretch of coast includes the coastal village of Ballantrae, which has been separately 
assessed in the following section. 
 

 



Firth of Clyde Seascape Assessment: Section 9 Outer Firth of Clyde 
 

35 

9.9.1 Key seascape/landscape and visual characteristics 
 
 Bennane Head to Downan Point 

 
Maritime influences and 
experience from the sea 
 

The expansive seascape setting is very open, and often experienced as an 
exposed stretch of coast and sea, with long vies to Ireland and the open Atlantic. 
The extensive scale makes even the larger container ships appear small. The 
shoreline seems dominated by natural forces, a particular feature being the pebble 
banks around the mouth of the River Stinchar. 

 
Maritime development and 
activity 

Ships, including container ships, tend to travel well offshore and there are no a 
facilities for berthing or anchoring yachts on this stretch of coast except at and 
near the harbour at Ballantrae.  

 
Character and experience 
of the coastline 
 

The coastline is slightly irregular and rocky, with a narrow strip of shingle sandy 
beach revealed at low tide along with occasional small rocky islets.  The beaches 
at the mouth of the River Stinchar comprise banks of rounded, flat pebbles which 
contain lagoons. 

 
Topography and land use 
of hinterland 

The raised beach creates a pronounced sense of containment to the narrow 
coastal plain which extends the length of this stretch of coast. 
This level coastal plain is farmed, subdivided into small fields along its length, 
although for the most part the fields are grass pasture.  

 
Settlement pattern, built 
development and 
infrastructure 

North of Ballantrae, the main built feature is the upgraded A77, a straight, fast 
stretch of road which is contained by fences and is arrayed with numerous signs. 
The lack of parking places and laybys make it difficult to stop and access the coast 
from the road, although the Ayrshire Coastal Path extends along the shore. 
South of Ballantre, the character is more rural, as the A77 is not present, and the 
minor roads lead to a series of small farms, generally set back against the break in 
slope 

 
Setting of landmarks and 
features 
 

There are no visually prominent features along this coast, but the shingle banks at 
Ballantrae and the mouth of the River Stinchar are distinctive features.   

 
Experience of isolated 
coast 
 

This stretch of coast is not isolated, with presence of the A77 and other minor 
roads, as well as settlement, a busy and popular beach at Ballantrae and a farmed 
coast.  

 
Aesthetic qualities 
 

There are no exceptional aesthetic qualities, although the pattern of lagoons and 
pebble banks at the mouth of the River Stinchar is unusual in respect of this coast. 

 
Visual amenity and key 
Viewpoints 
 

From the sea, especially when travelling on the shipping lanes which are distant 
from the coast, a number of higher inland hills, including the conical Knockdolian, 
are likely to be more prominent than the immediate shoreline. 
From the land, however, the raised beach is very prominent as its profile is often 
visible against the sky from the road and the shore. 
Ailsa Craig is a prominent feature. 
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9.9.2 Sensitivity of the seascape/landscape and visual amenity to development 

 Bennane Head to Downan Point 

 
Off shore development 
including fish farms 
 
 

Some sensitivity 
The scale and openness of the expansive sea setting is likely to absorb lowlying 
offshore development, especially where it is set further out to sea. Taller 
structures will be more visually intrusive, as they will both impact on views and 
existing visual foci as well as the setting of Ailsa Craig. 

 
Settlement 
 

High sensitivity.  
With the exception of Ballantrae, there is very little coastal settlement along this 
stretch of coast, with nearly all buildings set back against the raised beach, 
creating a recognisable settlement pattern. 

 
Other built development, 
including roads and 
coastal infrastructure 

Some sensitivity 
The lack of built development along this stretch of coast is a key feature, 
although the upgraded A77 does now dominate the coastal plain. 

 
Land management 

Some sensitivity 
The flat open fields, which are relatively small in size are a simple contrast to the 
built development and contribute to their setting.   

 
9.9.3 Bennane Head to Downan Point: Opportunities and guidance 

• Any coastal development or buildings should aim to reflect the existing 
settlement pattern, and be located close to the base of the raised beach.  

• Development should avoid being sited between the road and the coast 
where it will impinge on views 

• The top of the raised beach is a prominent visual feature often seen against 
the sky, and it development on the top or steep seaward side slopes should 
be resisted 

• From the sea, the more inland hills are a key feature, as the skyline and 
landmark hills such as Knockdolian are more prominent than the detail of the 
immediate coast from a distance, and therefore structures on these hills will 
be prominent from the sea 

• Views to Ailsa Craig are a particular feature of this stretch of coast, and it is 
likely to be compromised by the siting of off shore structures 
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9.9.4 Bennane Head to Downan Point: Photographs 
 

 
There are views of Ailsa Craig from along this stretch of 
coast 
 

 
Approaching Ballantrae, the red sandstone quay is a fine 
coastal feature 
 

 
The flat fields along the coast are backed by raised 
beaches. There is lots of new fencing and infrastructure 
related to upgrading the A77, some of which creates 
visual clutter. 

 

 
Stretches of sand on what is often a shingle beach add 
variety 
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9.10 Ballantrae 
Ardstinchar Castle, built by the Kennedy family in the 15th century, is likely to have been the 
catalyst for the settlement, which was formed as a burgh in the 16th century. Ballantrae was 
originally a village with two parts – a farming community which centered around the church 
and a fishing community, which clustered around the harbour. The red sandstone harbour, 
which was last refurbished in 1847, sits next to a row of single storey fishermen’s cottages. 
These two communities are now linked by more recent development and the town now sits 
either side of the A77, with traffic trundling through the main street on its way to and from the 
ferry at Cairnryan.  
 
Houses are set back from the shore, which is characterised by banks of flat rounded pebbles 
which contain lagoons and are the nesting sites for rare terns.  
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9.10.1 Key seascape/landscape and visual characteristics 
 
 Ballantrae 

 
Maritime influences, 
experience from the sea 
 

Ballantrae overlooks the vast expanse of the firth of Clyde and there is a strong 
sense of openness. The coast overlooking the expanse of the firth creates a light, 
airy setting on the seaward side, which can also feel exposed. The town itself is 
partially sheltered as it is set well back from the shore and protected by raised 
pebble banks. 

 
Maritime development and 
activity 
 

Container ships bypass the town well out to sea, as do the ferries to Ireland which 
can be seen travelling to and from Cairn Ryan. The harbour is a safe anchorage 
for yachts although it can be difficult to access because it is prone to drying out.  

 
Character and experience 
of the coastline 
 

The town is set back from the coat, behind a sward of mown grass which fronts 
onto the pebble beach. There are seats and picnic tables on this grassy front, and 
a pitch and put green. The beach pebbles are flat and oval, well worn by the sea, 
and they form gently undulating swathes which are valued as habitat by nesting 
terns. They also enclose lagoons which sit on the land ward side of the shore. The 
small, squared drying harbour, enclosed by a stepped red sandstone wall, is used 
by small boats. 

 
Topography and land use 
of hinterland 

Ballantrae is a small and relatively tightly knit town which links the harbour with the 
hinterland of farmland and straddles the A77. It is surrounded by farmland and 
mature broadleaved woodland, which provides a setting for the town along with 
the very well defined raised beach. 

 
Settlement pattern, built 
development and 
infrastructure 
 

The town is low lying, with a row of houses, including a line small fishermen’s 
cottages, facing the sea. The church is conspicuous by its spire, and the ruined 
tower of Ardstinchar castle sits in the woodland higher up the hillside behind the 
village, overlooking the bridge crossing the River Stinchar.  

 
Setting of landmarks and 
features 

There are no significant coastal landmarks, although the elevated remains of 
Ardstinchar castle is visible from the sea. The harbour is an attractive feature. 

 
Experience of isolated 
coast 
 

This coast is overlooked and close to the town, although the pebble banks are a 
semi-natural influence on character. There is no experience of isolated coast. 

 
Aesthetic qualities 

The integrity of the smooth pebble banks is a particular and attractive feature. 

 
Visual amenity and key 
viewpoints 
 

Views from the long, accessible, pebble beach focus on Ailsa Craig or along the 
coastline to Bennane Head in the north and Downan Hill to the south.   
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9.10.2 Sensitivity of the seascape/landscape and visual amenity to development 

 Ballantrae 

 
Off shore development  

High sensitivity 
Views to Ailsa Craig are a particular feature from Ballantrae, and while the scale 
and openness of the expansive sea setting is likely to absorb lowlying offshore 
structures, especially where they are set further out to sea, taller structures may 
impinge on these views and the setting of Ailsa Craig. Structures close to shore 
will be very overlooked. 

 
Settlement 
 

Some sensitivity 
The character of coastal development is dominated by relatively low domestic 
housing set back from the coast and looking out to sea, which should be taken 
into account in any future development. A further sensitivity is the setting of the 
attractive harbour and modest scale of harbour buildings and the setting of 
Ardstinchar Castle, a feature even visible from the sea. 

 
Other built development, 
including roads and 
coastal infrastructure 

Some sensitivity 
As with buildings, both the design and the build quality of infrastructure on the 
coast should aim to respect the small scale of features in and around this 
settlement. Clutter should be avoided - it is especially important to avoid 
fragmenting the grass sward with additional built development, as it acts as a 
simple foil to busier elements of the townscape. A particular attraction is the 
contrast between the built structures, the grassy sward and semi-natural 
appearance of the shoreline. 

 
Land management 

Low sensitivity 
It is unlikely that changes to land management behind the settlement will affect 
the setting of this stretch of coast. 

 
9.10.3 Ballantrae: Opportunities and guidance 

• The relatively small scale and orientation of the buildings is a key and 
consistent characteristic of the frontage facing the sea, including relatively 
modest scale of industrial buildings around the harbour. This creates a 
distinct identity for Ballantrae. 

• It is important to maintain and, where necessary, enhance the quality of 
coastal built structures and infrastructure – including paving and street 
furniture. 

• Coherence of design will help avoid unnecessary clutter along this attractive 
town frontage.  
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9.10.4 Ballantrae: Photographs 
 

 
The long pebble beach at Ballantrae, looking south to the 
landmark Downan Hill 
 

 
The settlement is set back from the beach, but is 
orientated to look over the sea 
 

 
There is a mown grass sward between the settlement and 
the beach 

 

 
The fine red sandstone quay 
 

 
From Downan Hill looking north, showing the pebble 
beach and lagoons adjacent to Ballantrae 

 

 
The remarkable flat rounded pebbles 
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9.11 Downan Point to Finnarts Bay 
The precipitous slopes, rounded headlands and tiers of raised beaches along this stretch of 
coast are relatively inaccessible, forming a long stretch of secluded coast. Access is most 
readily achieved along or from the Ayrshire Coastal Path, although it is often set well back 
from the coast. The immediate coast is largely uninhabited and characterised by rough 
grazing, with patches of whin, areas of bracken and, wherever gradients allow, farmed fields. 
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9.11.1 Key seascape/landscape and visual characteristics 
 
 Downan Point to Finnarts Bay 

 
Maritime influences and 
experience from the sea 
 

For the most part, the expansive seascape setting is very open, and it is 
experienced as an exposed stretch of coast and sea. The extensive scale makes 
even the larger ships appear small, and the sense of space is reinforced by the 
distant outline of Ireland as well as the appearance of the open Atlantic on the 
horizon. To the south, this stretch of coast overlooks the mouth of Loch Ryan, and 
the land mass of Milleur Point.   
The shoreline of this long stretch of relatively remote coast seems dominated by 
natural forces, with wave and winds sculpting and dashing against the rocks and 
reinforcing a sense of dynamism and the power of the sea. 

 
Maritime development and 
activity 

Ships, including container ships, tend to travel well offshore, and there are no 
anchorages or moorings along this stretch of coast. The ferry to and from Ireland, 
which berths at Cairnryan, comes quite close to the southern stretch of this 
coastline, overlooked by Finnarts Hill.  

 
Character and experience 
of the coastline 
 

The immediate shoreline is rocky and exposed, with a narrow tidal reach, and 
difficult to access because of dramatic cliffs, rocky spurs and large boulders. There 
are also deep rocky inlets and occasional rocky coves with small beaches. To the 
south, the slopes rising up from the sea are precipitous and the steep gradient 
makes them difficult to access, while in the north, the topography is more terraced, 
with more accessible ledges on raised beaches and sloping fields. 

 
Topography and land use 
of hinterland 

This steeper slopes in the south are unimproved fine grasses and wind shorn 
heather, grazed by sheep. North of Currarie Port, the steeper slopes are covered  
by unimproved grassland and bracken with some whin and even occasional 
scrubby woodland in more sheltered glens. These are backed by improved 
grazing and fields which taking advantage of the more accessible gradients. 

 
Settlement pattern, built 
development and 
infrastructure 
 

There is no settlement along this stretch of coast, although some of the tiny coves 
may have been used as harbours in the past, notably at Pornadea, where there is 
a 1920s prefabricated house now in a state of disrepair. 
The Ayrshire Coastal Path is relatively close to the coast until it turns inland from 
Currarie Port south to Glen App. Along this southern stretch it is elevated, allowing 
extensive views, but lies east of the key summits of Craigengal, Turf Hill and 
Finnarts Hill. 

 
Setting of landmarks and 
features 
 

A number of the hills are prominent enough to be landmark features, in particular 
the conical Downan Hill, which is especially prominent, and Finnarts Hill, which is 
steep sided and rises out of Glen App.  

 
Experience of isolated 
coast 
 

This entire stretch of coast is secluded and remote. Furthermore, from Currarie 
Port southwards, it is relatively inaccessible and can only be explored (with care) 
on foot and by kayak.  The integrity of this experience of remoteness along its long 
length reinforces this experience. The sense of isolation is slightly limited by the 
presence of the ferries and the farmed land to the north, but in all this is the most 
remote stretch of the mainland Ayrshire coast. 

 
Aesthetic qualities 
 

The drama of this coastline is in part created by the steepness of the hillsides, but 
mostly by the rocky coast, with its inlets, coves and islets all of which are best 
explored from the sea.  

 
Visual amenity and key 
Viewpoints 
 

The visual drama of this stretch of coast is in part created by its diversity of views 
along the coast, taking in the transition to the farmed lowlying plain around 
Ballantrae to the north, and the steep slopes and rocky foreshore to the south, set 
against the wide panorama of the sea and views to Ailsa Craig 
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9.11.2 Sensitivity of the seascape/landscape and visual amenity to development 

 Downan Point to Finnarts Bay 

 
Off shore development 
including fish farms 
 
 

Very high sensitivity 
The secluded, and to the south, remote character of this stretch of coastline is a 
major constraint, along with the potential for elevated views, which makes 
structures in the sea more visible. Nevertheless, the scale and openness of the 
expansive sea setting is more able to absorb lowlying offshore development if it 
is set further out to sea and less directly overlooked. Taller structures will be 
more visually intrusive. A further sensitivity is the setting of Ailsa Craig. 

 
Settlement 

Very high sensitivity 
The integrity and extent of the remoteness, the visual drama and the semi-
natural character of this stretch of coast is a major limitation to development. 

 
Other built development, 
including roads and 
coastal infrastructure 

Very high sensitivity 
The integrity and extent of the remoteness, the visual drama and the semi-
natural character of this stretch of coast is a major limitation to development. 

 
Land management 

Some sensitivity 
The expansion of semi natural woodland would not detract from the aesthetic 
qualities or semi-natural character of this stretch of coast. 

 
9.11.3 Downan Point to Finnarts Bay: Opportunities and guidance 

• This is one of the few stretches of coast where any development is likely to 
impact on the experience and visual drama as well as the landscape 
character of the coast. 

• The height of the headlands is particularly sensitive to tall structures which 
will be seen in profile against the sky and which will diminish the vertical 
scale 

• The length of this stretch of secluded and isolated coast is likely to make it as 
suitable for kayaking and exploration from the sea as from the land, and this 
should be considered in assessing the impacts of any future development or 
recreational interest. 

• Panoramic views, encompassing the sweep of the Outer Firth, are 
experienced from the coastal footpath and the visual setting of Ailsa Craig, 
south Arran and the broad distant sweep of the Mull of Kintyre and northern 
Ireland are all key considerations from this viewpoint 
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9.11.4 Downan Point to Finnarts Bay: Photographs 
 

 
There are panoramic views all along this coast, 
experienced from the Ayrshire Coastal Path 
 

 
Distant views of Arran and Ailsa Craig in this most 
expansive stretch of the Firth 
 

 
Looking north from above Dove Cove, illustrating the 
smooth land form and the edge between the fields and 
the rough grassland of the open coast 

 

 
Looking north along the coast north of Finnarts Point – a 
rugged and isolated coast 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 


