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4 GARELOCH  
Gareloch extends northwards from the Firth of Clyde from Rosneath Point on the western 
shore and Helensburgh on the eastern shore of the loch. The loch is nearly 7 miles long, and 
while it becomes more enclosed within its upper reaches, is not contained by consistently 
high steep wooded slopes which characterise the narrower sea lochs immediately to the 
west in Argyll. 
 
It is a relatively developed loch, with structures extending around the whole of the coast, 
including major settlements, extensive marina developments and the MOD base at Faslane.  
 
No existing fish farms have been identified on the loch. The MOD development includes 
large structures both onshore and offshore, with floating cordons limiting access to parts of 
the loch. The settlement ranges from dispersed housing along the western shore to the 
formal esplanade and dense grid pattern layout of Helensburgh.  The lower reaches of the 
loch are a series of pronounced bays and promontories which provide shelter for hundreds 
of yachts in marinas and moorings, and is the focus for other recreational development 
including a caravan park, as well as piers which service industrial development. The whole 
atmosphere is one of a bustling and thriving seascape, with constant activity on the water. 
 
The setting for the loch includes the relatively low-lying peninsula of Rosneath, the woodland 
and farmland along its long, low profile a contrast to the more developed and busy coast. To 
the east, steeper, higher hills afford more containment, with open grassland and moorland 
hill as well as forestry on the upper slopes behind the coastal towns. 
 
‘The whole of Gareloch is a Dockyard Port’1 which is subject to restrictions which limit but do 
not exclude sailing. A large number of private moorings occupy most of the accessible and 
sheltered anchorages. MOD vessels as well as recreation craft frequent the water.  
 
For the purposes of this study Gareloch, shown on Map 2, has been further subdivided into 
seven coastal character areas, each of which have been mapped separately: 
 

• Rosneath Point to Rosneath Bay 
• Rosneath Bay to Clynder 
• Clynder to Garelochhead 
• Head of Gareloch 
• Shandon  
• Rhu 
• Helensburgh 

 
Note that the stretch of coast between Garelochhead and Shandon was not included in the 
survey work, as it is inaccessible due to MOD facilities. 
 

                                                
1 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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4.1 Overview of conclusions 
Gareloch is a loch of moderate width and contained by generally low-lying landform, which 
limits the sense of enclosure, especially on the western side of the loch. Its coastline is 
varied, ranging from the indented and very irregular series of bays and promontories at its 
mouth to long straight shorelines reaching up to the head of the loch. 
 
The loch is well settled and generally developed, with a diverse range of developments from 
dispersed housing, a static caravan park and large towns, to the MOD dockyard facility at 
Faslane and coastal industry including small boatyards at Rosneath. The coastal edge is 
often supported by a sea wall, even in some of the rural areas, and the coast is at its most 
natural at Rosneath point, where the rocky foreshore is backed by mature woodland, 
creating a prominent feature. 
 
Key issues which should be considered when assessing the landscape and visual 
implications of development in Gareloch include: 

• The visual importance of Rosneath Point, which is a landmark feature both within the 
context of Gareloch and more widely within the Firth of Clyde.  The woodland on the 
Point contributes to its significance, and may need to managed to retain its visual 
prominence over time 

• Reinforce the distinct character of each of the individual towns around Gareloch, all 
of which have a different relationship with the coast which in turn helps establish their 
individual identities. In particular, Shandon, Rhu and Helensburgh have very different 
approaches to their coastal edge which should be reinforced with any future 
development. 

• Take into account the existing development at the mouth of Gareloch, between 
Castle Point and Rhu Narrows in particular. This area is the focus for extensive 
onshore and offshore facilities, including numerous anchorages and moorings, piers, 
Rhu marina, industrial and residential development. It is an area where care needs to 
be taken to avoid visual clutter with future development plans. 

• Where opportunities arise, increase coastal and shore line woodland to unify the 
setting of new buildings and developments in some areas, and this should e be 
encouraged. Two sites – Rhu marina and the Helensburgh sailing club, were 
identified as having immediate potential for this 

• While recognising that it is difficult to influence the design of MOD facilities, it was 
noted that the Rhu depot/media centre was a particularly intrusive building, both in 
terms of location and design, and that any future development of this type in such a 
prominent location should be much more sympathetically designed 

• There is already considerable coastal development around this loch, and as a result 
most opportunities for development are likely to be refurbishments or redevelopment 
of existing sites, which should offer opportunities to consolidate townscape identity, 
improve urban design and ensure that high quality materials are used especially in 
areas characterised by hard landscape works 

• Opportunities for new development were identified as being the potential for well 
sited but modestly scaled fish farms on the west side of the loch (Clynder to 
Garelochhead), which also offered limited opportunities for dispersed single houses 
associated with the watercourses on the landward side of the road 
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4.2 Rosneath Point to Rosneath Bay  
This indented coastline of pronounced bays and promontories overlooks the mouth of 
Gareloch and contributes to the ‘threshold’ to the loch by forming narrows reinforced by the 
promontory of Castle Point. The wooded headland of Rosneath Point contrasts with the 
more developed coast of Gareloch. 
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4.2.1 Key seascape/landscape and visual characteristics 
 
 Rosneath Point to Rosneath Bay 

 
Maritime influences and 
experience from the sea 
 

This part of the coast overlooks the mouth of Gareloch. The expanse of the firth to 
the south gives way to the narrower and more indented coastline either side of the 
loch between Castle point on this west coast and Rhu to the east. 
There is a strong sense of arrival. The loch is varied in width at this point, and it is 
contained by the lowlying Rosneath peninsula, the low profile of which limits 
enclosure. 

 
Maritime development and 
activity 

There are no existing fish farms. There is very frequent recreational boating 
activity as well as MOD activity. Private anchorages extend across Rosneath Bay, 
supplemented by temporary anchorages and moorings. 

 
Character and experience 
of the coastline 
 

The coastline is very irregular, with well indented bays sheltered by distinct 
promontories. Culwatty Bay is the most semi-natural stretch of this coastline, 
backed by woodland and with a shoreline fragmented by rocks and small islets. It 
contrasts with the more built up, accessible coast elsewhere on Gareloch.  
The tidal reach is limited on the promontories but more extensive in the bays, 
revealing shingle beaches dotted with boulders at low tide.  

 
Topography and land use 
of hinterland 

The slopes leading down to the shore are generally gently graded, with some 
farmland as well as woodland backing onto the coastal settlements. Broadleaved 
and mixed conifer woodland are a particular feature of Rosneath Point. The 
woodland also increases the shelter for the important anchorages and the caravan 
park. 

 
Settlement pattern, built 
development and 
infrastructure 

Rosneath Bay and Castle Point are the focus of a large static caravan park, which 
is hidden in the trees from the roads, but is visible from the sea and across the 
loch at Rhu. The developments are linked by the B833, which is closest to the 
shore at Rosneath Bay.  

 
Setting of landmarks and 
features 

The individual promontories of Castle Point, Ross Ness and Rosneath Point are all 
landmark features, especially when moving along the coast. The wooded 
promontories are particular features as they contrast with the more developed 
coastline. 

 
Experience of isolated 
coast 
 

This coast is not heavily populated, although there is a caravan park and the coast 
is popular for informal recreation. There is a more secluded feel to the coast at 
Culwatty Bay, which feels set apart from the busier coast to the north, but even 
here, frequent recreation activity limits any experience of isolated coast. 

 
Aesthetic qualities 
 

The wooded, semi-natural coastline is unusual in the context of the whole of the 
Gareloch, and also contributes as a feature to the wider setting of the Firth of 
Clyde. 

 
Visual amenity and key 
viewpoints 
 

The wooded headland of Rosneath Point is a particular feature which stands out in 
wider views around the Firth. 
Views from the sea on this busy stretch of coast are important and this stretch of 
coast is also visible from the Helensburgh-Gourock ferry.  
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4.2.2 Sensitivity of the seascape/landscape and visual amenity to development 

 Rosneath Point to Rosneath Bay 

 
Off shore development 
including fish farms 
 
 

High sensitivity 
The irregular and diverse coastline, which includes small scale freatures and 
intricate shaped shore as well as a modest tidal reach combined with some 
degree of overlook from recreation users raises sensitivity to offshore structures. 
Nevertheless, existing maritime activity means that it is relatively easy to absorb 
additional boat movements. 

 
Settlement 
 

High sensitivity 
Development, including the caravan park, should avoid extending along the 
coasts of the more semi-natural bays of Rosneath Bay and Culwatty Bay, both 
of which provide a contrast to more heavily built up stretches of coast elsewhere 
on Gareloch. Scope for development is likely to be limited. 

 
Other built development, 
including roads and 
coastal infrastructure 

High sensitivity 
Infrastructure, such as marinas or piers should avoid encroaching into the semi-
natural bays of Rosneath Bay and Culwatty Bay, as the whole coastline would 
be come more cluttered if infrastructure and development were further extended 
onto this relatively undeveloped coast.  

 
Land management 

High sensitivity 
The woodland is a very important component of this coastline, both in terms of 
local backdrop and shelter, and in the wider setting of the Firth, as much of the 
coastline is developed.  

 
4.2.3 Rosneath Point to Rosneath Bay: Opportunities and guidance 

• Any addition to shoreline development should be very carefully considered in 
terms of impacts from the sea and the opposite coastline, as these are the key 
viewpoints for this stretch of coast 

• Woodland acts as a unifying feature along this coast. Any new development 
should aim to include woodland, using forest stature species, as part of its 
setting, and especially along the coast 

• The woodlands are a key feature of this landscape, both in local terms and 
within the wider context of the firth. They also increase much needed shelter 
which enhances that which is provided by the topography of this area. There is 
evidence of wind blow in the conifers and a management plan should be 
prepared to establish how woodland cover could be maintained and replaced 
over time.    
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4.2.4 Rosneath Point to Rosneath Bay: Photographs 
 

 
Rosneath Point from the north at Robert Ness 

 
 

 
Rosneath Bay on arrival from the west – the bay is 
suddenly revealed on approach from Kilcreggan 
 

 
The caravan park seen across Rosneath Bay from the 
west 

 
 

 
The view north from the caravan park looks up the length 
of Gareloch to the Arrochar hills 
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4.3 Rosneath Bay to Clynder 
This indented coastline extends either side of Limekiln Point, the western point which 
encloses the Rhu Narrows. The area is a focus for on shore development, including the 
villages of Rosneath and Clynder, and for offshore anchorages because of its very sheltered 
location.  
 
Rosneath appears to have been along-settled area, most development in the village is 
relatively recent, and during the second world war was an important navy base. The most 
recent Rosneath Castle (built in 1803), was used by the Americans as an operational base, 
but was subsequently demolished in 1963. There are a number of facilities associated with 
its location as a sheltered sailing base, including an established boatyard and shipping 
repair services. 
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4.3.1 Key seascape/landscape and visual characteristics 
 
 Rosneath Bay to Clynder 

 
Maritime influences and 
experience from the sea 
 

This part of the coast contributes to the ‘gateway’ to Gareloch. The expanse of the 
firth to the south gives way to the narrower and more indented coastline, 
culminating in the Rhu narrows at Limekiln Point. 
There is a strong sense of arrival associated with this threshold, reinforced by the 
density of yachts moored in anchorages and Rhu marina, which further restrict the 
sailing channel. The loch is varied in width at this point, and it is contained by the 
lowlying Rosneath peninsula, the low profile of which limits enclosure. 

 
Maritime development and 
activity 

There are no existing fish farms. There is very frequent recreational boating 
activity as well as MOD activity. Private anchorages extend across Rosneath Bay 
and Stroul Bay, supplemented by temporary anchorages and moorings. 

 
Character and experience 
of the coastline 
 

The coastline is irregular, with well indented bays sheltered by Limekiln Point and 
Castle Point. The tidal reach is limited. 
The coast is well built up, with several jetties and piers associated with sailing 
facilities and businesses. This stretch of sheltered coast is the focus for a large 
number of moored and anchored yachts.  
There is intermittent woodland along the coast, which screens some of the 
shoreline development from the road and residential areas, and also increases 
shelter. 

 
Topography and land use 
of hinterland 

The slopes leading down to the shore are generally gently graded, with some 
farmland as well as woodland backing onto the coastal settlements. The lowlying 
skyline of Rosneath peninsula is a wider backdrop to views from Rhu, 
Helensburgh and towns on the south coast of the Firth of Clyde. 

 
Settlement pattern, built 
development and 
infrastructure 

The village of Rosneath occupies the landward edge of a promontory which 
supports a number of jetties and industrial units, as well as boatyards and 
chandlers. The developments are linked by the B833, which is closest to the shore 
at Rosneath Bay.  

 
Setting of landmarks and 
features 

The individual promontories of Limekiln Point (at Rhu narrows) and Castle Point 
are both landmark features, especially when moving along the coast. 

 
Experience of isolated 
coast 
 

This coast is populated, developed and busy, with no qualities of remoteness or 
wildness.  

 
Aesthetic qualities 
 

There is a distinct contrast between this developed and busy coastline with the 
more secluded and wooded, semi-natural coastline, but it has no exceptional 
aesthetic qualities. 

 
Visual amenity and key 
viewpoints 
 

Views from the sea on this busy stretch of coast are important. Another key view is 
from the B833 on arrival at Rosneath Bay, which offers a short view of the sea 
revealed after traveling inland from Kilcreggan. 
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4.3.2 Sensitivity of the seascape/landscape and visual amenity to development 

 Rosneath Bay to Clynder 

 
Off shore development 
including fish farms 
 
 

Very high sensitivity 
The irregular coastline, high degree of overlook and potential for visual clutter if 
new offshore structures were inter-visible with the many other existing 
developments and structures combine to increase sensitivity to further offshore 
structures. Nevertheless, existing maritime activity means that it is relatively 
easy to absorb additional boat movements. 

 
Settlement 
 

Some sensitivity 
There is a clear focus for built development at Rosneath, which combines both 
industrial and residential development. Retention of existing shoreline woodland 
is the key sensitivity. 

 
Other built development, 
including roads and 
coastal infrastructure 

Some sensitivity 
The key sensitivities relate to the potential for visual clutter if infrastructure and 
development were further extended. Existing foci for development are less 
sensitive to change.  

 
Land management 

Low sensitivity 
The shoreline woodland is an important component of this coastline, both in 
terms of local backdrop and shelter, but it is unlikely that changes to landuse on 
the hinterland will affect the setting of this stretch of coast. 

 
4.3.3 Rosneath Bay to Clynder: Opportunities and guidance 

• Any addition to shoreline development should be very carefully considered in 
terms of impacts from the sea and the opposite coastline, as these are the key 
viewpoints for this stretch of coast 

• There is a danger that additional development, either on or off shore, would 
add clutter to an already busy landscape, therefore size, massing, design and 
setting of any additional development should aim to work closely with 
established patterns of development, Scope for additional development is 
likely to be limited. 

• Woodland does act as a unifying feature along this coast. Any new 
development should aim to include woodland, using forest stature species, as 
part of its setting. 
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4.3.4 Rosneath Bay to Clynder: Photographs 
 

 
Looking south along the coast at Clynder reveals the long 
regular sweep of the coast with its narrow tidal reach 

 
 

 
Looking across the Loch to Rhu, showing how narrow the 
loch is and how inter-visible the opposite coasts, as well 
as the popularity of this location for mooring yachts 
 

 
The jetty at Rosneath, with Rosneath Point in the distance 

 
 

 
Looking north along the coast at Clynder, to the head of 
the loch and the hills 
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4.4 Clynder to Garelochhead  
This long, straight stretch of coast forms the bulk of the western shore of Gareloch. The 
B833 largely hugs the coast, on occasion separated from the shore by a thin strip of trees. 
Dispersed development, mostly housing, is located intermittently along the coast on the 
landward side of the road. 
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4.4.1 Key seascape/landscape and visual characteristics 
 
 Clynder to Garelochhead 

 
Maritime influences and 
experience from the sea 
 

This is a moderately wide loch, but there is no real sense of expanse experienced 
from this coast, which is separated from the firth by the Rhu narrows. Relatively 
sheltered, there is limited exposure, and the narrow tidal reach is the main 
evidence of the coastal setting.  

 
Maritime development and 
activity 

There are no existing fish farms. There is some recreational boating activity on this 
stretch of loch, but no anchorages. The loch is used by the MOD - there are 
frequent sightings of their vessels, and this stretch overlooks the Faslane navy 
base. 

 
Character and experience 
of the coastline 
 

The coast is straight, with a narrow shingle beach revealed by a narrow tidal 
reach. There is often a hard coastal edge, with the road built on top of a sea wall. 
Elsewhere the road is separated from the coast by a narrow strip of broadleaved 
woodland. 
Access to the shore, often over slabby rocks, is possible from the laybys on the 
roadside which are used by anglers.  

 
Topography and land use 
of hinterland 

The hinterland of evenly graded east facing slopes is occupied by farmed land, 
mostly pasture, with more extensive commercial woodland to the north.  
 

Settlement pattern, built 
development and 
infrastructure 

Settlement is dispersed, including farms set back from the coast and houses much 
closer to the road. While not intensely developed, settlement is a consistent 
presence along this stretch of coast. Most houses are associated with 
watercourses and sit on the landward side of the road. 

 
Setting of landmarks and 
features 

There are no exceptional coastal landmark features. 

 
Experience of isolated 
coast 
 

This coast is relatively developed, with the constant presence of the road and the 
dispersed settlement as well as maritime activity and the proximity of development 
on the east side of the loch. The hard coastal edge also reduces the experience of 
isolated coast as seen from the sea. 

 
Aesthetic qualities 

This farmed coastal landscape offers a contrast to the developed east side of 
Gareloch, and is highly visible from the settled eastern shore. 

 
Visual amenity and key 
viewpoints 
 
 

There are frequent and sustained views across the loch from the B833, especially 
where shoreline woodland is not present. Many of the views focus on the opposite 
shore, and the MOD development at Faslane is an inevitable focus because of the 
large buildings. 
Views from the loch extend up and down its length. 
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4.4.2 Sensitivity of the seascape/landscape and visual amenity to development 

 Clynder to Garelochhead 

 
Off shore development 
including fish farms 
 
 

Low sensitivity 
The relatively regular shape of the coastline provides opportunities for simple 
linear structures to be accommodated to reflect coastline shape, although the 
relative narrowness of the loch is likely to limit the number and width of 
structures. Existing maritime activity means that it is relatively easy to absorb 
additional boat movements.  
The visibility of the coast and sea from the road and housing is a sensitivity, 
although views can be intermittent and are partially screened by woodland in 
places. A further constraint likely to affect siting is potential inter-visibility with the 
MOD buildings and structures on the opposite shore which would create visual 
clutter. 

 
Settlement 
 

Some sensitivity 
The steep slopes, which would require excavation, and the dispersed pattern of 
housing is a constraint to large scale development, but the distinct pattern of 
settlement associated with watercourses on the landward side of the road could 
be exploited for additional individual houses. 

 
Other built development, 
including roads and 
coastal infrastructure 

High sensitivity 
Opportunities to build extensive coastal infrastructure are limited by the proximity 
of the road to the coast. In addition, on this stretch of coast, development has 
focussed on the landward side of the road, so that apart form the sea wall, the 
experience from the sea is of limited development. A key sensitivity for new 
coastal development is therefore the integrity of the shoreline woodland as 
viewed from the sea.  

 
Land management 

Low sensitivity 
Apart from the immediate shoreline woodland, it is unlikely that changes to land 
management of the hinterland will affect the setting of this stretch of coast. 

 
4.4.3 Clynder to Garelochhead: Opportunities and guidance 

• There is likely to be limited opportunities for new housing following the existing 
pattern of landward locations associated with watercourses along this stretch 
of coast  

• Any development should give due consideration to retaining the integrity of the 
shoreline/coastal woodland, which should be enhanced if possible. 

• There are opportunities to site fish farms close to the shore, set against 
woodland and aligned parallel to the shore line. Their size is limited by the 
modest width of the loch and the likely visual clutter which would be created if 
they were seen in conjunction with the MOD development in particular. 

• There are occasional urban type features, such as railings, which have crept 
into this landscape, for example along the sea wall. These should be resisted 
where possible, to a maintain the rural character of this area. 
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4.4.4 Clynder to Garelochhead: Photographs 
 

 
Gare Loch from above, looking along the length of this 
very regular coast 

 
 

 
Seen from above: the Faslane base is on the opposite 
shore and dominates views to the north of this coastal 
character area 

 
The long, regular coastline, here with some sea defences 
supporting the coast road 

 
 

 
Fishing on the loch 
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4.5 Head of Gareloch 
This narrow bay forms the head of the loch, and is considerably smaller in scale than the 
rest of the loch. It is also largely ‘cut off’ from the lower reaches of the loch by the navy base 
at Faslane. It is occupied by the settlement of Garelochhead which curls round the head of 
the loch above the shallow waters and long tidal reach of this dynamic stretch of coast. 
 
Garelochhead expanded during the nineteenth century fostered by its role as a summer 
holiday destination, as a stopping point for Clyde steamers and the development of the 
railway, as it lies on the West Highland railway line. Holiday visitors declined, but the town 
thrived on the construction of the nearby naval base at Faslane during the late 1960s until 
the 1980s. 
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4.5.1 Key seascape/landscape and visual characteristics 
 
 Head of Gareloch 

 
Maritime influences and 
experience from the sea 
 

Marine users experience the sudden narrowness of the loch after the point at 
Rowmore, which is reinforced by the steep hill slopes surrounding the head of the 
loch. The sense of expanse of the sea has long been lost, but the long tidal reach, 
revealing shimmering, sandy muddy expanse at low tide is a dynamic reminder of 
the presence of the sea.  

Maritime development and 
activity 

There are no existing fish farms. There is some recreational boating activity on this 
stretch of loch, including moorings and also temporary anchorages at 
Garelochhead in the moderate depths. 

 
Character and experience 
of the coastline 
 

The coast is a pronounced and tight curve, which means that everything appears 
inter-visible around the coast, as the water space is narrow. This is reinforced by 
the enclosure of the hills. The coast is largely developed, with roads and the 
buildings sitting on top of a sea wall. A short path at the head of the loch gives 
access to good views of the tidal flats which are the major feature of the shoreline. 

 
Topography and land use 
of hinterland 

The settlement extends up relatively gently graded slopes, and avoids the steeper 
slopes which are generally wooded and form a backdrop to the town. 

 
Settlement pattern, built 
development and 
infrastructure 
 

Settlement is packed tightly at the very upper reach of the loch, extending from its 
focus at the very head of the loch, southwards along the sides of these upper 
reaches. This creates a linear settlement as viewed from the sea, which extends 
even to between the main road and the shoreline. 
There are jetties and a pier associated with the deeper water at the periphery of 
the town. 

 
Setting of landmarks and 
features 

The church is a focal point of the settlement and highly visible from the sea. 

 
Experience of isolated 
coast 
 

This coast is very well developed, and dominated by an urban character. There is 
no experience of isolated coast. 

 
Aesthetic qualities 
 

The dynamism of the tidal flats is a particular quality of the heads of these lochs 
which creates a distinctive setting. 

 
Visual amenity and key 
viewpoints 
 

Key views from the head of the loch (accessible on a path) down the length of the 
loch and across the expanse of the flats.  
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4.5.2 Sensitivity of the seascape/landscape and visual amenity to development 

 Head of Gareloch 

 
Off shore development 
including fish farms 
 
 

Very high sensitivity 
The tight curvature, narrowness  of the loch surface, dynamism of the tidal reach 
and the degree of overlook all combine to create a highly sensitive site for off 
shore structures in this area. 
Existing maritime activity means that it is relatively easy to absorb additional 
boat movements. 

 
Settlement 
 

Some sensitivity 
The steeper slopes surrounding the settlement are likely to be sensitive to 
development, as excavation would be require to create platforms for 
development, and this might be visually intrusive. Nevertheless, this is a key 
focus for development which builds on the junction of the roads and the strategic 
location at the head of the loch. 

 
Other built development, 
including roads and 
coastal infrastructure 

Some sensitivity 
The main sensitivities to increased development are likely to be intrusion into 
views down the loch from Garelochhead and potential visual clutter associated 
with inter-visibility with the MOD facility at Faslane. 

 
Land management 

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

 
4.5.3 Head of Gareloch: Opportunities and guidance 

• Both domestic and larger scaled jetties and infrastructure could be 
accommodated in this area although care should be taken not to intrude into 
the views down Gareloch from the head of the loch. 

• Additional development should avoid the steeper slopes surrounding the town, 
which would be better occupied by woodland to enhance the setting and 
backdrop of the settlement 

• The structures, such as benches and the footbridge, on the public walkway 
along the head of the loch should be maintained to a high standard to improve 
the quality of the experience along this stretch of accessible coast. 
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4.5.4 Head of Gareloch: Photographs 
 

 
Seen from above, the settlement of Garelochhead 
extends around the curved head of the loch 

 
 

 
The very head of the loch is accessible on a footpath 
which offers fine views down the loch 
 

 
Yachts moored in the shelter of the bay 

 
 

 
The structures and street furniture along the coastal path 
require some upgrading and maintenance 
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4.6 Shandon 
This stretch of coast from Faslane to Helensburgh is built up, with the settlements of 
Shandon, Rhu and Helensburgh separated by single fields which a mark the distinction 
between the towns on the landward side. Each settlement, however, also has a different 
approach to its relationship with the coast, which reinforces the individuality of each place. 
As a result, each settlement has been assessed separately. 
 
Shandon developed as a residential base for wealthy Glasgow merchants and shipbuilders 
during the 19th century, which is reflected in the architecture of the town.  
 



Firth of Clyde Seascape Assessment: Section 4 Gareloch 22 

 
4.6.1 Key seascape/landscape and visual characteristics 
 
 Shandon 

 
Maritime influences, 
experience from the sea 
 

The loch is clearly visible, but there is a sense of separation from the sea. 
From the sea, the sea wall is evident and Shandon generally appears set back 
from the sea. 

Maritime development and 
activity 

There are no existing fish farms but there is frequent boating activity, although few 
moorings along this stretch of coast. There is also some MOD activity through this 
channel. 

 
Character and experience 
of the coastline 
 

The coast at Shandon very straight. It is characterised by the long sea wall and 
sloping shingle bank on which sits the A814. There is some natural regeneration of 
semi-natural woodland along this coast, but it is relatively sparse. There is no 
pavement or access along the coast except on the foreshore, which is rarely 
accessible.  

 
Topography and land use 
of hinterland 

The hill slopes behind Shandon are open grassland and upland vegetation. 

Settlement pattern, built 
development and 
infrastructure 

The linear settlement of villas set in generous grounds is largely (except at the 
northern end), located to the landward side of the road. 
The A814 is a busy through road. It is separated from local access routes which 
run parallel to the A814 by an expanse of mown grass and groups of trees. These 
trees partially screen the housing and form a buffer between the sea and the 
settlement. This creates a very distinctive setting for the settlement which makes it 
instantly recognisable as the Shandon area. 

 
Setting of landmarks and 
features 

There are no specific coastal land mark features  

 
Experience of isolated 
coast 
 

This coast is characterised by the sea wall and is broadly urbanised in character. 
There is no experience of isolated coast. 

 
Aesthetic qualities 

The clear arrangement of roads and grass frontage creates a very distinct and 
recognisable setting for Shandon. 

 
Visual amenity and key 
viewpoints 
 

There are sustained views of the loch from the A814. 

 



Firth of Clyde Seascape Assessment: Section 4 Gareloch 23 

  
4.6.2 Sensitivity of the seascape/landscape and visual amenity to development 

 Shandon 

 
Off shore development 
including fish farms 
 

Some sensitivity 
While the straight alignment of the coast would lend itself to simple structures 
aligned parallel with the coast, there is a high degree of overlook along this 
stretch of coast. 

 
Settlement 
 

Very high sensitivity 
The very particular arrangement of roads and mown grass/trees frontage is 
highly sensitive to any developed proposed along this stretch of coast.  

 
Other built development, 
including roads and 
coastal infrastructure 

High sensitivity 
Any coastal development would fragment the integrity of the sea wall and also 
the simplicity of the arrangement of the coastal frontage characteristic of 
Shandon. 

 
Land management 

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

 
4.6.3 Shandon: Opportunities and guidance 

• Opportunities for coastal development at Shandon are very limited 
• There are opportunities to enhance the visual effect of the mown grass and 

tree lined frontage. This could include establishing more policy type tree 
species and possibly, in the long term, a meadow type grassland which would 
reduce annual maintenance and create an even more striking visual impact. 

 



Firth of Clyde Seascape Assessment: Section 4 Gareloch 24 

4.6.4 Shandon: Photographs 
 

 
The sea front at Shandon is very formal and well defined 
– the sea defence supports a road which is separated 
from the housing by a swathe of mown grass 
 

 
Looking north, the sloping wall of the sea defences is very 
evident 
 

 
The mown grass swathe includes groups of trees, which 
further reinforce the separation between the houses and 
the road 
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4.7 Rhu 
This stretch of coast from Faslane to Helensburgh is built up, with the settlements of 
Shandon, Rhu and Helensburgh separated by single fields which a mark the distinction 
between the towns on the landward side. Each settlement, however, also has a different 
approach to its relationship with the coast, which reinforces the individuality of each place. 
As a result, each settlement has been assessed separately. 
 
Rhu became popular in the 19th century for wealthy merchants, and their legacy includes the 
fine villas we associate with this small town. It is located either side of Rhu Spit, or point, 
which forms the eastern side of the Rhu narrows.  
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4.7.1 Key seascape/landscape and visual characteristics 
 
 Rhu 

 
Maritime influences, 
experience from the sea 
 

Rhu has a much more direct interaction with the sea than the neighbouring 
settlement of Shandon, including development on the seaward side of the A814, 
and a large marina which reinforces its relationship with its coastal setting. 
From the sea, the marina is very visible and the built structure of the town appears 
to come close to the shore. There is no sense of the expanse of the sea, but the 
loch is busy with maritime traffic, and the town overlooks the key gateway to the 
upper Gare Loch, the Rhu narrows. 

 
Maritime development and 
activity 

There are no existing fish farms but there is frequent boating activity, with 
moorings and anchorages, including a large marina. There is also some MOD 
activity through this channel. 

 
Character and experience 
of the coastline 
 

The coast at Rhu is very indented, with well defined bays and promontories, and in 
places a relatively wide foreshore at low tide. The coast is characterised by 
relatively extensive broadleaved woodland along the foreshore and reinforcing the 
peninsulas. 
Sporadic development extends along the seaward side of the A814. As a result, 
the coast is relatively accessible. Elsewhere there is a high sea wall, but even here 
there are a number of slipways and jetties. 

 
Topography and land use 
of hinterland 

Rhu extends inland, and the land use of the hinterland therefore has little bearing 
on the coast, although it is visible as part of the wider setting of the Firth when 
viewed from the south. It includes farmland and forestry, which extends down to 
the A814 between Rhu and Helensburgh.  

 
Settlement pattern, built 
development and 
infrastructure 

The settlement is tightly focussed, but is also well wooded, with woodland not only 
along the coast, but also forming a key feature within the town.  
The coast is partially developed, with an Outdoor centre, the sailing club, a 
number of residences, a hotel and the Northern Clyde Yacht Club as well as a 
more modern MOD facility all located on the seaward side of the A814. This range 
of development would seem to be a clutter if it were not for the unifying effect of 
the woodland. Recent developments are the least satisfactorily designed, in terms 
of setting and building design. 

 
Setting of landmarks and 
features 

The spit at Rhu narrows forms a landmark feature, in part because of its wooded 
character which contrasts with the wider setting of coastal settlement. The local 
church is also a landmark features set high overlooking the bay, and the remaining 
tower of Ardencaple castle is visible from the sea. 

 
Experience of isolated 
coast 
 

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

 
Aesthetic qualities 

The woodland, which includes established mature broadleaves and policy 
woodland, is a distinctive feature which helps to define Rhu as a separate 
settlement. 

 
Visual amenity and key 
viewpoints 
 

Views from the A812 are intermittent, screened in part by trees and buildings. 
Views along the coast are similarly interrupted by woodland and promontories, 
including the Rhu Narrows.  
The view from the sea is also significant as this are has a high recreational 
yachting use. 
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4.7.2 Sensitivity of the seascape/landscape and visual amenity to development 

 Rhu 

 
Off shore development 
including fish farms 
 

Very high sensitivity 
The irregular coast, the presence of a high number of diverse structures to which 
any additional structure may create visual clutter and the high degree of 
overlook increase sensitivity of this area to off shore structures. 

 
Settlement 
 

High sensitivity 
The woodland on the seaward side of the A814 is of particular value to create a 
distinct sense of place, and its removal to create opportunities for increased 
development is a key sensitivity.  The setting of the church is a key sensitivity. 

 
Other built development, 
including roads and 
coastal infrastructure 

Some sensitivity 
Any additional coastal development could lead to increased visual clutter, as 
there are already a diverse range of coastal structures along this short stretch of 
coast. There is therefore some sensitivity in terms of scale, massing and design 
of any additional development, as it would have to consider existing structures. 

 
Land management 

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

 
4.7.3 Rhu: Opportunities and guidance 

• Consideration should be given as to how to improve the design of the MOD 
depot/media reception building which is poorly designed in terms of size, mass 
and detail, and is in a prominent location on the coast. This industrial building 
has no relationship to local character. 

• There are opportunities to extend woodland planting associated with the on 
shore base at Rhu marina and Helensburgh Sailing Club, as woodland is a 
key characteristic of this settlement. 

• Management plans should take into account the need to manage and in time 
replace the woodland, which is such a distinctive feature of the coast at Rhu 
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4.7.4 Rhu: Photographs 
 

 
The marina at Rhu is busy, with yachts moored at 
pontoons and across the bay 

 
 

 
Cairndhu Point, with its prominent stand of mature trees, 
is a landmark feature which separates Rhu from 
Helensburgh 
 

 
The sea defences along the coast support the coast road 
and back against a narrow shingle beach 

 
 

 
The MOD facility is a poorly designed building which does 
not reflect the quality of the rest of the built environment at 
Rhu 
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4.8 Helensburgh 
This stretch of coast from Faslane to Helensburgh is built up, with the settlements of 
Shandon, Rhu and Helensburgh separated by single fields which a mark the distinction 
between the towns on the landward side. Each settlement, however, also has a different 
approach to its relationship with the coast, which reinforces the individuality of each place. 
As a result, each settlement has been assessed separately. 
 
The seaside resort town we now know as Helensburgh was founded in 1776. Holiday 
makers arrived by rail to board the Clyde steamers, and there were originally two piers, the 
current Helensburgh pier and one at the east end of town, Craigendoran, which is now in a 
state of disrepair. Today, the town still has three railway stations and is a commuter town for 
Glasgow, as well as being a popular tourist destination. The town is also used by staff 
stationed at the nearby navy base at Faslane. A passenger ferry links Helensburgh to 
Gourock. 
 



Firth of Clyde Seascape Assessment: Section 4 Gareloch 30 

 
4.8.1 Key seascape/landscape and visual characteristics 
 
 Helensburgh 

 
Maritime influences, 
experience from the sea 
 

Helensburgh has a very strong association with its coastal location. It overlooks 
the expanse of the firth of Clyde and the seaways are busy with a diverse range of 
maritime traffic. It has an esplanade walk along the sea walls overlooking the 
coast, and a modest tidal reach which gives access to the foreshore at low tide. 
Helensburgh is a large town, which extends up the hillside well inland from the 
coast and so is very visible from the Firth of Clyde and the opposite shore. 

Maritime development and 
activity 

There are no existing fish farms but there is frequent boating activity, with 
moorings and anchorages and a passenger ferry which links Helensburgh to 
Gourock.  

 
Character and experience 
of the coastline 
 

The coast is largely a long curve, with some subtle indentations. Although the 
A814 lies close to the coast, there is development along most of the sea frontage, 
raised up on sea walls. Even the railway, as it enters the town from the east, sits 
on a concrete wall.   
The sense of openness, created by its location overlooking the expanse of the 
firth, gives it a light, airy setting which can also feel exposed. 
The experience of the coast is strongly influenced by the hard surfaces and urban 
character, which is very different to that of Rhu. There is a small park with 
woodland at Cairndhu Point and a more formal green space, where the flywheel of 
the steamer the ‘Comet’ is on display at the eastern end of the town. 

 
Topography and land use 
of hinterland 

Helensburgh extends extensively inland. The land use of the hinterland has little 
bearing on the coast, although it is very visible as part of the wider setting of the 
Firth when viewed from the south. The higher hills form a skyline which encloses 
the wider firth. The hills are predominantly farmland with some woodland. 

 
Settlement pattern, built 
development and 
infrastructure 
 

Helensburgh has been established on a grid pattern, which means that streets 
perpendicular to the coast offer views of the sea.  
Development is both buildings and esplanades allowing generous access along 
the coast except for a short stretch at the eastern end of the town. There is a 
strong ‘seaside’ character to the town, reinforced by the opportunities for 
promenading along the top of the sea wall. The coastal focus is the pier in the 
town centre, from which radiate the esplanades and resort facilities. The pier at the 
east end of the town has fallen into disuse.  

 
Setting of landmarks and 
features 

The Helensburgh pier is a visual focus and a modest landmark feature. 

 
Experience of isolated 
coast 
 

This coast is characterised 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 creates a different atmosphere to nearby Rhu and Shandon. This is 
reinforced by the esplanade and the formal urban character of the town. 

 
Visual amenity and key 
viewpoints 
 

Views from the pier and the esplanade are particularly important, and there are 
also views to and from the town more widely. Views from the sea, from recreation 
yacht users and from the passenger ferry, are also significant. 
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4.8.2 Sensitivity of the seascape/landscape and visual amenity to development 

 Helensburgh 

 
Off shore development 
including fish farms 
 

High sensitivity 
The high visibility, from land and sea increases sensitivity to off shore structures 
in this location, which is also an important visitor destination. Otherwise, the 
regular coastline, frequent marine activity and the expanse of the setting of the 
firth reduce sensitivity to offshore development. 

 
Settlement 
 

High sensitivity 
There is a very distinct ‘resort’ character to Helensburgh which is a key 
consideration in any future 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 needs to 
be high to maintain the feel of a high quality resort. There is also need to 
maintain a sense of coherence to design which will maintain the identity of the 
town. Nevertheless, within these sensitivities, the continued development of the 
coastal infrastructure is likely to be a positive contribution to the town, especially 
where there are opportunities to restore or upgrade facilities. 

 
Land management 

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

 
4.8.3 Helensburgh: Opportunities and guidance 

• The abandoned pier structures and setting of the railway station at the east 
end of town offers the opportunity for upgrading to improve its setting and 
possibly additional facilities. 

• 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 along the esplanades 
and other public spaces in the town  
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4.8.4 Helensburgh: Photographs 
 

 
Looking east along the edge of the town reveals that 
many of the buildings directly abut the sea 

 
 

 
Helensburgh swings around the coast along a subtle bay 
 

 
A green space centred around the wheel of the steamer 
the ‘Comet’, offers access to the coast on a concrete 
promenade 

 
 

 
To the east of the town, the railway is supported on a 
concrete wall 

 


