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Glossary of Terms  

 

¶ Historic landscape character assessment (HLCA) is a comprehensive method used to 

characterise landscapes from an archaeological perspective focusing on timeςdepth. It 

both identifies and analyses historic character. It assesses different attributes in the 

landscape such as sensitivity, significance and pressures of change.1 

¶ Land cover refers to ǘƘŜ ƳŀǘŜǊƛŀƭǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭƭȅ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 9ŀǊǘƘΩǎ ǎǳǊŦŀŎŜ 

(and comprises natural vegetation, freshwater and non-living surfaces, including 

peatlands, grassland and tree-covered areas).2 

¶ Landscape άmeans an area, as perceived by people, whose character is the 

result of the action and interaction of natural and/or human factorsέ.3 

¶ Landscape and visual impact assessment is a tool used to identify and assess the 

significance and effects of change, resulting from development, both on the 

ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜ ŀǎ ŀƴ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘŀƭ ǊŜǎƻǳǊŎŜ ŀƴŘ ƻƴ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǾƛŜǿǎ ŀƴŘ Ǿƛǎǳŀƭ ŀƳŜƴƛǘȅΦ4 

¶ Landscape character is the combination of characteristics arising from physical/natural 

and socio-economic factors and the often complex interrelationships that make one 

landscape different from another.5 

¶ Landscape character areas are unique, geographically specific areas of a particular 

landscape type. Each area has its own individual character and identity, even though it 

shares the same generic characteristics with other areas of the same type. Landscape 

character areas take on the names of specific places, for example Newcastle Lowlands, 

Youghal Bay or The Burren. 

¶ Landscape character assessment (LCA) is the process of identifying and describing 

variations in the character of the landscape. It seeks to identify and explain the unique 

combination of elements and features (characteristics) that make landscapes 

distinctive.6 

¶ Landscape character types (LCTs) άŀǊŜ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘ ǘȅǇŜǎ ƻŦ ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜ ǘƘŀǘ ŀǊŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜƭȅ 

homogeneous in character. They are generic in nature in that they may occur in 

 
1 Lambrick, G., Hind, J., Wain, I. (2013), Historic Landscape Characterisation in Ireland ς Best Practice Guidance, the 
Heritage Council, Kilkenny, Ireland. 
2 https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/f272c-land-use-review-phase-1/ 
3 Council of Europe (2000), European Landscape Convention, Council of Europe, Florence. 
4 Landscape Institute, Institute of Environmental Management and Assessment (2013), Guidelines for Landscape and 
Visual Impact Assessment, Third Edition, Routledge, Abingdon, UK. 
5 Tudor, C. (2014), An Approach to Landscape Character Assessment, Natural England, York, UK. 
6 Ibid. 

https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/f272c-land-use-review-phase-1/
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 different areas in different parts of the country, but wherever they occur they share 

broadly similar combinations of geology, topography, drainage patterns, vegetation, 

ƘƛǎǘƻǊƛŎŀƭ ƭŀƴŘ ǳǎŜ ŀƴŘ ǎŜǘǘƭŜƳŜƴǘ ǇŀǘǘŜǊƴέΣ7 ŦƻǊ ŜȄŀƳǇƭŜ ά¦ǇƭŀƴŘ CŀǊƳƭŀƴŘ ŀƴŘ 

CƻƻǘƘƛƭƭǎέ ƻǊ ά/ƻŀǎǘŀƭ 5ǊǳƳƭƛƴ CŀǊƳƭŀƴŘέΦ 

¶ Landscape policy means an άexpression by the competent public authorities of 

general principles, strategies and guidelines that permit the taking of specific 

measures aimed at the protection, management and planning of landscapesέ.8 

¶ Landscape quality objective άmeans, for a specific landscape, the formulation by 

the competent public authorities of the aspirations of the public with regard to the 

landscape features of their surroundingsέ.9 

¶ Land use represents activities undertaken at a location and usually implies the 

existence of some form of human intervention or management. Examples of land use 

include residential, agriculture, recreational or forestry.10 

¶ Local landscape character assessment is a similar approach to an LCA but on a smaller 

scale, usually an area between 5 and 10 km2. It is usually a community or local 

authority initiative and records local landscape characteristics, including historic, 

ecological and cultural qualities. A local landscape character assessment can be used 

to identify features and key landscape issues relevant to the local community. 

¶ Public participation networks (PPNs) are an important resource for any landscape 

character assessment. They have access to local community groups, non-

governmental organisations and trade groups and have experience with co-

designing with the community. Resource workers are funded and allocated to each 

local authority to facilitate citizens having an improved voice in policymaking in 

their county or city. 

¶ Seascape refers to an area, as perceived by people, from land, sea or air, where the 

sea is a key element of the physical environment. 

¶ Seascape character area is a unique geographical area of land, intertidal and 

marine area with a recognisable sense of place and identity.11  

 
7 Ibid. 
8 Council of Europe (2000), European Landscape Convention, Council of Europe, Florence. 
9 Ibid. 
10 https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/f272c-land-use-review-phase-1/ 
11 Northern Ireland Environment Agency (2014), Northern Ireland Regional Seascape Character Assessment, Belfast. 

https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/f272c-land-use-review-phase-1/
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¶ Seascape character assessment is the process of identifying, mapping and 

describing variation in the character of the seascape. It seeks to identify and explain 

the unique combination of elements and features that makes seascape distinctive.12 

¶ Townscape is άthe landscape within the built-up area, including the buildings, the 

relationship between them, the different types of urban open spaces, including green 

spaces and the relationship between buildings and open spacesέ.13 

 
12 Ibid. 
13 Landscape Institute, Institute of Environmental Management and Assessment (2013), Guidelines for Landscape 
and Visual Impact Assessment, Third Edition, Routledge, Abingdon, UK. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The people spoke of its woods and outskirts as Daire-caol, the Narrow 

Oak Wood, and Daroda, the Two Roads, and Druim-da-Rod, their 

Ridge ... The red mud of the road, the purple heather and foxglove, 

the brown bogs were a contrast to the grey rocks and walls of Burren 

and Aidhne, and there were many low hills brown when near, misty 

blue in the distance; then the Golden Mountain, Slieve nan-Or, 

άǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƭŀǎǘ ƎǊŜŀǘ ōŀǘǘƭŜ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ŦƻǳƎƘǘ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

ǿƻǊƭŘέΦ 

Lady Gregory (1920), Visions and Beliefs in the West of Ireland14  

 

I. The Toolkit 

This toolkit is one of the outcomes of the Reframe research project, NE1063 (carried out as 

part of the EPA Research Programme 2021ς2030), examining new approaches to landscape 

character assessment (LCA). Over a period of 18 months, our research team compiled a 

literature review, collected and analysed available geographical information system (GIS) data, 

met with stakeholders, held workshops and studied three pilot areas in the East, Midlands and 

South of Ireland. A novel approach to defining landscape character types (LCTs) using readily 

available datasets was tested in the field and included in the technical guide, please see the 

appendices. The toolkit has borrowed extensively from existing guidelines while also 

incorporating new research and case study results. The purpose of the LCA toolkit is to provide 

a consistent and comprehensive approach for the baseline description of landscape character. 

 

II. What is Landscape Character Assessment? 

LCA is the process of identifying and describing variation in the character of the landscape. 

LCAs identify and explain the combination of elements and features that make landscapes 

distinct from one another by mapping and describing LCTs and landscape character areas. The 

associated description of ŀ ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜΩǎ distinctive characteristics shows how the landscape is 

perceived and experienced by people.15 LCA is described as an άintegrated, multi-disciplinary, 

 
14 Gregory, A. and Yeats, W.B. (1920), Visions and Beliefs in the West of Ireland: With Two Essays and Notes. Second 
Series, G.P Putnam's Sons, New York and London, The Knickerbocker Press, New York. Reproduced under the terms 
of the Project Gutenberg licence (www.gutenberg.org/license). 
15 https://www.nature.scot/professional-advice/landscape/landscape-character-assessment/what-landscape-
character-assessment 
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consultative, and forward planning processέ,16 which can be used to manage and protect 

landscapes. LCA has the potential to deepen our understanding of how the landscape is 

shaped and identify opportunities for further action (e.g. agri-environmental schemes, 

tourism, protection of the landscape and restoration projects). 

The LCA process is not designed to prevent change in the landscape. It is intended to aid 

decision-making, describe what the landscape is like today and how it evolved, and identify 

possible trends for future change.17 

LCA can inform policy planning and development management and guide/inform decision-

makers in assessing development proposals that will change the landscape. 

LCA should facilitate decisions that are in keeping with national and regional landscape 

objectives. The character of a valued landscape, once identified, can be maintained and 

enhanced with the proper guidance.

 
16 Transport Infrastructure Ireland (2020), Landscape Character Assessment (LCA) and Landscape and Visual Impact 
Assessment (LVIA) of Specified Infrastructure Projects ς Overarching Technical Document, Dublin. 
17 Scottish Natural Heritage (n.d.), Landscape Considerations in Strategic Environmental Assessment, Inverness, UK. 
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Landscapes Come in a Wide Range of Types 

 

   

Figure 1: Royal Canal, Dublin 
Image: Ruth Minogue 

 Figure 2: Groody Road, Limerick 
Image: Ruth Minogue 

   

Figure 3: River Barrow 
Image: Ruth Minogue 

 Figure 4: Dungarvan Bay 
Image: Ruth Minogue 

   

Figure 5: Uphills, Co. Wicklow 
Image: Laura Kearney 

 Figure 6: Outskirts of South Co. Dublin 
Image: Laura Kearney 

 
 

  
 

Figure 7: Deer at Phoenix Park 
Image: Laura Kearney 

 Figure 8: Arable land, Co. Tipperary 
Image: Laura Kearney 
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III. Who is the toolkit for? 

The toolkit is primarily designed as a practical guide or manual for planners, local authorities, 

landscape architects and consultants tasked with carrying out an LCA on a regional or county 

scale. The approach can be applied at a local level by community-led initiatives subject to 

appropriate technical support. Currently, LCAs are almost exclusively undertaken at a county 

level as a means of preparing a supplementary document to the county development plan. 

They are either led or commissioned by the local authority. 

Who are the potential users of a landscape character assessment? 

A non-exhaustive list includes planners, landscape architects, environmental consultants, 

state bodies (such as the Forestry Service, Fáilte Ireland, the National Parks & Wildlife 

Service (NPWS) and the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)) and those undertaking 

environmental assessments of plans/projects across different land use sectors. LCAs can 

be used proactively to inform design and restoration strategies and can be used by local 

communities to support public-realm planning or local landscape initiatives. 

 

IV. Why Undertake a Landscape Character Assessment? 

The European Landscape Convention (ELC) defines a landscape as άan area, as perceived by 

people, whose character is the result of the action and interaction of natural and/or human 

factorsέ.18 In response, signatories to the ELC have explored methods of integrating natural 

and cultural aspects of landscapes, together with peopleΩs perceptions, to create a spatial 

framework for planning and development. Ireland ratified the ELC in 2002 and it came into 

force in 2004.19 A critical component of the ELC and LCAs is that they apply to all landscapes: 

 

άThe Convention applies to the entire territory and covers natural, rural, urban and peri-

urban areas. It includes land, inland water and marine areas. It concerns landscapes that 

may be considered outstanding as well as everyday and degraded landscapes.έ20 

Council of Europe ς Landscape Convention 

 
18 Council of Europe (2000), European Landscape Convention, Council of Europe, Florence. 
19 For the legal and policy framework, see Annex 1. 
20 https://www.coe.int/en/web/landscape/home 
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The National Landscape Strategy for Ireland 2015ς202521 is a high-level policy framework. Its 

stated objectives include recognising landscapes in law, developing a national LCA, developing 

landscape policies, increasing landscape awareness, identifying education and training needs, 

and strengthening public participation (see Annex I for further planning and policy 

information). 

 
21 https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/8a59b-national-landscape-strategy/ 

Figure 9: Implementing the ELC, adapted from Countryscape (2008) and based on a 

concept by Michael Dower and Adrian Phillips 
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V. Current Landscape Policy in Ireland 

Almost all local authorities in Ireland have completed an LCA as part of their respective 

county/city development plans; however, a national or regional LCA would deliver on the 

commitments made in the National Landscape Strategy for Ireland 2015ς2025 as well as the 

national and regional planning objectives set out in the National Planning Framework and 

Regional Spatial and Economic Strategies (RSESs). Northern Ireland has completed a regional 

LCA to provide an evidence base that can be used by planners, developers and the public. LCAs 

in Ireland are still inconsistent in range, nomenclature and approach. The intention of this 

toolkit is to improve the uniformity of the approach to preparing an LCA. Please see Figure 10 

for an overview of relevant planning and policy frameworks. 

 

 

Figure 10: Overview of landscape-related planning and policy legislation, statutory guidance and key 
influences. Contains public sector information licensed under the Open Government Licence v3.0 
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VI. The Landscape Wheel 

First introduced in Landscape Character Assessment Guidance for England and Scotland,22 the 

Landscape Wheel is a key visual aid that illustrates the natural, cultural, social, perceptual and 

aesthetic elements of landscapes. 

The LCA process seeks to consider and combine these factors in its methodology, and it is the 

composite nature of landscapes that is critical to this LCA process and methodology. 

άThe language of landscape is our native language Χ humans touched, saw, heard, 

smelled, tasted, lived in and shaped landscapes before the species had words to describe 

what it didέ.23 

AW Spirn ς The Language of Landscape 

 

  

 
22 Swanwick, C., Land Use Consultants (2002), Landscape Character Assessment Guidance for England and Scotland, 
Scottish Natural Heritage and the Countryside Agency, Edinburgh and Cheltenham, UK. 
23 Spirn, A.W. (1998), The Language of Landscape, Yale University Press, New Haven, CT. 

Figure 11:  The Landscape Wheel - Originally developed by Carys Swanwick, 2002, for Natural 

England. Contains public sector information licensed under the Open Government Licence v3.0  
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VII. The Reframe Toolkit: Overview of the Landscape Character Assessment Process ς 

Step-by-Step Guide 

The following sections present in detail the άhow toέ of LCAs, with Figure 13 summarising the 

main steps. 

Figure 13: Landscape Character Assessment Overview 

Figure 12: Upland Landscape of Co. Wicklow. Image: Laura Kearney 
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1  STEP 1: PLANNING, PURPOSE AND SCOPE 

 

 

1.1 Define Purpose and Scope 

Define the purpose of your assessment 

What is the reason for carrying out an LCA? Sample answers include: 

Å It is part of the requirements of fulfilling a regional policy objective (RPO) in a RSES or a 

statutory county development plan. 

Å It will examine an area for potential protection such as conservation of heritage, 

culture or habitat, restoration or agri-environmental scheme (extension of or new 

national park, consideration as a United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 

Organization world heritage site). 

Å It is intended to raise awareness of the character of an area locally, regionally or 

nationally. 

Å It is a requirement for a large interregional infrastructure project. 

Figure 14: Step 1: Planning 
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Å It is needed to update a current LCA that is out of date and not fit for purpose as a 

baseline for the assessment of a plan (strategic environmental assessment) or project 

(environmental impact assessment). 

 

Define the scope of the assessment 

What is the most suitable type of assessment for the area? 

¶ Depending on spatial scale, a country-level LCA is often linked to a county-level 

development plan, a local LCA to a local area plan and a historic landscape character 

assessment (HLCA) to a demesne Architectural Conservation Area or proposed 

infrastructure project. Other spatial areas might require a seascape character or 

townscape character analysis. 

What areas should be included in the assessment and why? 

¶ A town centre masterplan, for example, will benefit from a townscape character 

assessment, while offshore renewable planning should include a baseline seascape 

character assessment. It is also important to note that while a county boundary or 

local area plan boundary will provide the defined area and focus of study, 

consideration of adjacent areas of landscape are important as landscape and seascape 

character transcend administrative boundaries. 

1.2 Estimated Timeline 

A proposed timeline and baseline project management scheme should be drawn up, defining 

the periods for the different steps of the study. This is the beginning of record keeping, and all 

subsequent decisions should be recorded by the project manager or person responsible for 

delivering the LCA. This timeline will be affected by: 

Å the geographical size of the area; 

Å the availability and quality of existing LCAs for baseline review; 

Å seasonal constraints, weather, etc.; 

Å the availability of key personnel and anticipated stakeholder engagement and 

availability; 

Å requirements for consultation at various stages of the project. 
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1.3 Geographical Extent: Scale 

LCAs can be carried out on different scales, ranging from national to local. It is important to 

establish the most appropriate or required scale for your project. Most regional LCAs will have 

a defined scale or geographical area if they are linked to county boundaries. Seascape 

character assessments will follow a similar approach in terms of defining scale and 

methodology.24 

 

1.4 People: Skills and Expertise 

What skills and specialisations are required for the LCA? A team should be established to 

deliver the LCA. Depending on the budget and skillset of the team, the LCA may be carried out 

in-house or outsourced to a consultancy firm. Often the work is a collaboration between 

technical officers, planners, landscape architects and consultants. This is the time to put 

together the team who will manage the project. The box below lists skills that are useful for 

LCA teams. This list is not exhaustive, nor is it essential that all these skills are present in the 

team. Access to all experts mentioned in this box may not be possible because of, for example, 

a lack of resources, expertise or time. An expert stakeholder25 contact list should be compiled 

and consulted during all stages of the LCA process. 

 
24 Please see, for example, Marine Institute (2020), Regional Seascape Character Assessment for Ireland 2020 
https://emff.marine.ie/sites/default/files/bluegrowth/PDFs/final_seascape_character_assessment_report_with_annexes.
pdf 
25 A stakeholder is an individual or group who has an interest in a subject or place. An expert stakeholder is someone with 
expert knowledge and a specialisation in that area.  

https://emff.marine.ie/sites/default/files/bluegrowth/PDFs/final_seascape_character_assessment_report_with_annexes.pdf
https://emff.marine.ie/sites/default/files/bluegrowth/PDFs/final_seascape_character_assessment_report_with_annexes.pdf
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Table 1: Expert Skills that are useful for LCA teams 

The Steering Group should comprise people with planning skills, architectural/conservation 

skills and natural heritage/ecology skills, landscape architect/landscape specialists and social 

inclusion/community leaders. 

Skills needed for LCAs 

 

¶ GIS 

¶ Archaeology 

¶ Ecology 

¶ Earth science (geology/hydrology/soil) 

¶ Landscape architecture/landscape specialisation 

¶ Participation and engagement specialisation/experience 

 

List of experts and organisations at regional/county level to include in stakeholder map (see 

section 1.6) 

 

¶ Public participation network (PPN) 

¶ Local community groups 

¶ Local non-governmental organisations 

¶ Local historians and researchers 

¶ Local authority heritage forums, heritage officer 

¶ Local authority strategic policy committees 

¶ Elected representatives/council or municipal district level 

¶ Representatives from Teagasc, NPWS, Coillte, Forest Service (part of the Department 

of Agriculture, Food and the Marine), local authority departments and offices such as 

planning, transport, climate, infrastructure, environment and, where present, 

biodiversity, heritage, arts, and tourism, local authority water programme catchment 

team, non-governmental organisations and sectoral stakeholders, as appropriate, 

such as  

¶ agriculture, fishing, tourism and energy. 
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1.5 Level of Engagement: Public Participation and Landscape Character 

Assessment  

A 2014 study of how public knowledge of landscapes feeds into LCAs concluded that although 

expert views are invaluable they are unreliable for gaining an understanding of the value that 

people attach to their landscape.26 It is essential that LCAs are based on an understanding of 

the values that people attach to their landscape and that they are undertaken in partnership 

with expert leads. 

Consultation as part of the normal planning process is not a substitute for participation and 

collaboration from the outset. Discovering what a landscape means to people requires their 

input and involvement in the LCA process. The more engaged the public, the more successful 

an LCA will be as an informational tool. The Department of Rural and Community Development 

(2023) states that community engagement άavoids wasting resources or efforts due to 

mistaken assumptions when making decisionsέ.27 

 

Reasons for improving participation in LCAs: 

¶ Fulfils legal obligations. Each signatory to the ELC is committed to introducing 

measures that improve participation in policymaking for the general public. 

¶ Improves the democratic process. Democracy should be participative rather than 

representative.28 

¶ Incorporates local knowledge. It is essential that local experts are included in field 

studies to fully understand and incorporate local knowledge.29 

¶ Fills knowledge gaps. Identifying key cultural ecosystem services during the LCA 

process will help to fill the gap in knowledge around the valuation of ecosystem 

 
26 Butler, A., Berglund, U. (2014), Landscape character assessment as an approach to understanding public interests within 
the European Landscape Convention, Landscape Research, 39(3), 219ς236. 
27 Department of Rural and Community Development (2023), A Guide for Inclusive Community Engagement in Local 
Planning and Decision Making, Government of Ireland, Dublin. 
28 Department of the Environment, Community and Local Government (2014), Working Group Report on Citizen 
Engagement with Local Government, Government of Ireland, Dublin. 
29 Santé, I., Fernández-Ríos, A., María Tubío, J., García-Fernández, F., Farkova, E., Miranda, D. (2019), The Landscape 
Inventory of Galicia (NW Spain): GIS-web and public participation for landscape planning, Landscape Research, 44(2), 
212ς240. 
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services. Improving participation also has the potential added benefit of educating the 

public about ecosystem services in workshops and using interactive media.30 

As data collection will inevitably be part of an LCA, especially the collection of opinions on the 

landscape, it is important to draft a policy regarding the General Data Protection Regulation 

(GDPR), which came into effect in 2018. The GDPR defines regulations for the protection of 

personal data throughout the European Union.31 

 

1.6 Project Planning: Stakeholder Mapping 

Stakeholder mapping is a way of learning about the perspectives of stakeholders, their 

affiliations and the area they represent, their areas of interest and their perspectives.32 A 

stakeholder map (or communications/engagement plan) should be prepared at this stage to 

indicate key stages for engagement, participation and feedback, and the means necessary to 

undertake the engagement. This can be a άliveέ document that is updated over the course of 

the project. It can also take a visual form that enables the team to identify and assess the 

interests and influences of the key stakeholders. The International Association for Public 

Participation has useful resources for stakeholder mapping.33 Suggestions, resources, new 

technology and case studies focused on engaging the public and increasing public participation 

are covered in Annexes 8 and 9 of this toolkit.  

 

Identify your stakeholders. From the outset, seven key principles should apply when planning 

for stakeholder engagement: 

1. Involve people from the beginning. 

2. Find out who needs to be involved. 

3. Make sure relevant people are not left out. 

4. Use local resources. 

5. Prioritise marginal groups. 

 
30 Lopes, R., Videira, N. (2019), How to articulate the multiple value dimensions of ecosystem services? Insights from 
implementing the PArticulatES framework in a coastal social-ecological system in Portugal, Ecosystem Services, 38, 
100955. 
31 https://www.dataprotection.ie/sites/default/files/uploads/2019-04/A-Guide-to-help-SMEs-Prepare-for-the-GDPR.pdf 
32 https://cdn.who.int/media/docs/default-source/reproductive-health/contraception-family-planning/stakeholder-
mapping-tool.pdf?sfvrsn=981f5162_3 
33 https://cdn.ymaws.com/www.iap2.org/resource/resmgr/pillars/spectrum_8.5x11_print.pdf 
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6. Enable stakeholders to take part at all stages. 

7. Include other ways of targeting your audience (such as piggybacking on heritage, 

biodiversity, cultural open days and guided tours with surveys). 

Please see Table 2 for an example of stakeholder mapping grid. 

 

Table 2: Stakeholder mapping grid 

Name of 
organisation 

Name of contact 
person/s (title 
and level) 

Level of 
influence 

Type of 
influence 

Priority of 
engagement 

Role and type 
of engagement 
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1.7 Case Study: Public Participation in the Donegal Landscape Character 

Assessment 

 

1.7.1 Donegal Landscape Character Assessment 2014: excerpt taken from the 

Donegal County Council website. 

Public Participation occurred as part of the wider LCA public consultation process during a 

three-ƳƻƴǘƘ ǇŜǊƛƻŘ нлмпΦ ¢ƘŜ [/! ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎ ǿŀǎ ŀŘǾŜǊǘƛǎŜŘ ƛƴ ƭƻŎŀƭ ǇǊŜǎǎΣ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴŎƛƭΩǎ 

website and Facebook and Twitter. A letter and information leaflet were sent out to over 

400 community groups throughout the County outlining the LCA process, detailing drop-in 

events and explaining how to make a submission and become involved in the LCA process. 

Similarly, a letter and information leaflet was sent out to all public libraries, primary schools 

and secondary schools in the County in order to target a younger age cohort in the 

consultation process. Targeted notification on the LCA was also sent out to all neighbouring 

Local Authorities. An interactive mapping tool was developed encouraging digital 

submissions that were localised to a geographical point and to which submissions and 

photographs could be attached, and all methods of submission including digital submissions 

were encouraged and welcomed. There were a serieǎ ƻŦ р ǎǘǊǳŎǘǳǊŜŘ ǇǳōƭƛŎ άŘǊƻǇ ƛƴέ ŜǾŜƴǘǎ 

throughout the County during February 2014 and attended by members of the LCA team. 

¢ƘŜǊŜ ǿŜǊŜ ŀ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ŘǊŀŦǘ ƳŀǇǎ ƻƴ ŘƛǎǇƭŀȅΧƛƴ ŀŘŘƛǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǊƻƭƭƛƴƎ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ŀƴŘ 

hand-out maps and documentation. The purpose of the public events was to encourage 

informed public participation and, on the whole, these events were well attended and had 

positive outcomes. 34 

 

 

 

 
34 

https://www.donegalcoco.ie/media/donegalcountyc/planning/pdfs/viewdevelopmentplans/landscapecharacterass

essmentofcountydonegal/settlementcharacterassessmentofcountydonegal/Settlement%20Character%20Assessme

nt.pdf 

 

https://www.donegalcoco.ie/media/donegalcountyc/planning/pdfs/viewdevelopmentplans/landscapecharacterassessmentofcountydonegal/settlementcharacterassessmentofcountydonegal/Settlement%20Character%20Assessment.pdf
https://www.donegalcoco.ie/media/donegalcountyc/planning/pdfs/viewdevelopmentplans/landscapecharacterassessmentofcountydonegal/settlementcharacterassessmentofcountydonegal/Settlement%20Character%20Assessment.pdf
https://www.donegalcoco.ie/media/donegalcountyc/planning/pdfs/viewdevelopmentplans/landscapecharacterassessmentofcountydonegal/settlementcharacterassessmentofcountydonegal/Settlement%20Character%20Assessment.pdf
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1.8  Key Outputs of Step 1 

¶ A defined study area. 

¶ A brief report on the rationale of the geographical area, scope and purpose. 

¶ An estimated timeline for the project. 

¶ A strategy for public engagement and a social media campaign during the assessment. 

¶ A comprehensive list of key expert stakeholders and non-expert stakeholders. 

¶ PPN contacted. 

 



 

Step 2: Desk Study and Data Collection 

 

36 

2 STEP 2: DESK STUDY AND DATA COLLECTION  

 

A desk study consists of three stages: 

1. reviewing relevant sources, including existing LCAs, adjoining county LCAs and 

current plans and policies; 

2. conducting a preliminary site visit; 

3. contacting local experts. 

 

 

 

2.1 Existing Landscape Character Assessment Review 

Review all available assessments, any existing landscape or seascape character assessments, 

marine/coastal/biodiversity studies, HLCAs and local habitat studies both within the LCA area 

Figure 15: Step 2: Desk Study 
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and, where possible, including areas adjoining the area to be assessed. A regional seascape 

character assessment (Marine Institute, 2020) is now available for Ireland.35 

2.2 Review of Relevant Plans, Policies, Programmes and Statutory Designations 

Review relevant planning and land use policies and programmes, conservation designations 

and protected areas (Natural Heritage Areas, Special Areas of Conservation, etc.). See Annex 1, 

άtƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ Policy Related to Landscapeέ, for relevant statutory policy. Review potential 

drivers of change in the landscape as a general overview. A high-level understanding of the key 

drivers of change in the environment will help to raise awareness of the trends and pressures 

of the landscape such as changing agricultural practices and pressure for housing and 

infrastructure. Local biodiversity, water, climate and heritage officers along with locally elected 

representatives and forward planners will have expert localised knowledge of these issues. A 

more detailed examination of drivers and pressures will be carried out later in the assessment. 

2.3 Preliminary Site Visit 

Although extensive field studies will be taken in the next step of the assessment (Step 3, άField 

Work/Studyέ), it is important to schedule a primary άscopingέ site visit to get an initial άsense of 

placeέ. This should be carried out very early in the process, especially for those who are not 

familiar with the location. This allows important first impressions to be formed. Bring a 1:50,000 

Tailte Éireann Discovery Series map to mark up during the scoping visit. Developing an 

understanding of potential LCTs present in the study area by studying the LCTs of neighbouring 

counties can be a useful exercise before the first outing. When driving around, it is imperative 

to take georeferenced photos. Make sure that the teamΩs cameras or mobile phones have the 

location-sharing tab turned on, as this is essential for subsequently reviewing the images and 

route. Images can be uploaded to any map viewer and analysed later for recording information 

on elevation, geology, etc. Drone footage can be useful for extensive areas and the national land 

cover map also. 

 

 
35 final_seascape_character_assessment_report_with_annexes.pdf (marine.ie) 

https://emff.marine.ie/sites/default/files/bluegrowth/PDFs/final_seascape_character_assessment_report_with_annexes.pdf


 

Step 2: Desk Study and Data Collection 

 

38 

2.4 Collecting Data on Cultural and Social Associations 

Data from natural factors are easiest to source, followed by cultural and social factors in the 

form of historical mapping and photography. Finding the cultural and social associations of a 

landscape is less tangible and requires engaging with local sources of art, folklore and heritage. 

Conversations with local experts (librarians, historians, heritage officers, locally elected 

officials) can point you in the right direction for these initial studies. Many landscapes not only 

have been mapped, but have also been documented in other ways, for example written about 

in journals, studied by naturalists or have provided inspiration for stories and poems. Certain 

landscapes have been immortalised in paintings and films. It is important not to ignore these 

more complex accounts of a place. These traces are clues to the cultural landscape and 

enhance the άtimeςdepthέ and quality of the narrative. The perceptual qualities of a landscape 

can be experienced and recorded in field studies. Figure 15 presents sources for the desk 

study. 
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Sources for desk study 

 

Figure 16: Sources for desk study. Image: Laura Kearney 

 

See Table 3 for suggested baseline data on national and regional scales and Annex 5 for a list of 

map viewers and data to download.  
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2.5 Sourcing Datasets: Mapping Component of Landscape Character Assessments 

2.5.1 Mapping Component of Landscape Character Assessments 

The mapping component of an LCA occupies both the initial desk study phase of the process 

(Step 2) and the later phase of classification and description (Step 4). The desk study mapping 

phase requires the collation and review of relevant geographical information in the form of 

published maps and spatial data. The role of GIS and the generation of a project-specific spatial 

database is essential at this stage. Following the selection of relevant geographical information 

and spatial data, a suite of maps can be produced that serve to communicate aspects of the 

natural and cultural character of the landscape. The GIS part of the desk study consists of three 

major stages: (1) selection of landscape variables for consideration for the LCA; (2) data 

collation and pre-processing; and (3) data analysis and visualisation, map generation and 

provisional characterisation, which are then tested in the field. Maps can be generated using 

standard georeferenced digital spatial data (vector data and raster imagery) available in the 

open data domain or held by data owners (e.g. local authorities, state mapping agencies). 

Moreover, non-georeferenced maps can be digitised (scanned) and georeferenced in a GIS as 

image overlays. Online GIS maps (e.g. historical maps, aerial imagery) can also be consulted as 

supporting references. 

The collation of a portfolio of maps and geographical information is key to pre-field study 

familiarisation with landscape elements that will require further attention in the field. Draft 

character areas and types can be considered through the analysis of landscape element 

patterns, and the interrelatedness of physical, hydrological, climatic, ecological and cultural 

(present and historical) characteristics can be deliberated. The desk study mapping phase 

should also be used to identify what aspects of the landscape are not represented by existing 

maps or spatial data and need to be considered (e.g. past land use practices, local climatic 

characteristics, smell and sounds, as described in the Landscape Wheel shown in Figure 11). 
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Table 3 provides a selection of spatial data that have been used in LCAs and HLCAs in Ireland. 

¢ƻ ŀ ƭŀǊƎŜ ŜȄǘŜƴǘΣ ǘƘŜ Řŀǘŀ ŀǎǎƻŎƛŀǘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ άbŀǘǳǊŀƭ tƭŀŎŜέ ǇƻǊǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ [ŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜ ²ƘŜŜƭ 

are publicly available in an open data format associated with the Creative Commons 

attribution (CC-BY) licence (https://data.gov.ie/pages/opendatalicence). Data pertaining to the 

άtŜƻǇƭŜ ς tŜǊŎŜǇǘǳŀƭ ŀƴŘ !ŜǎǘƘŜǘƛŎέ ǇƻǊǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ [ŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜ ²ƘŜŜƭ ŜƛǘƘŜǊ ǘŜƴŘ ƴƻǘ ǘƻ ōŜ ƛƴ 

the public domain and to be held, for example, by local authorities or are not available in 

spatial format. The latter, non-spatial, data might not always be available or reproduced in 

layer form but can be used qualitatively alongside the spatial data layers displayed on a GIS. 

Table 3: Suggested baseline data for LCAs ς national and regional scales 

SUBSTRATE 
¢ƘŜƳŜκŘŀǘŀǎŜǘ 5ŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ hǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ {ŎŀƭŜκ 

wŜǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ 
5ŀǘŀ ǎƻǳǊŎŜκǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǊ 

Bedrock Geology Bedrock Geology 1:100,000; 

1:500,000 

Geological Survey Ireland 

ƘǘǘǇǎΥκκǿǿǿΦƎǎƛΦƛŜκ 

Irish Soil 

Information 

Soil drainage, 

texture 

1:250,000 ¢ŜŀƎŀǎŎπ9t!    

ƘǘǘǇΥκκƎƛǎΦǘŜŀƎŀǎŎΦƛŜκ 

Quaternary 

Sediments 

Quaternary 

Sediments 

1:50,000 Geological Survey Ireland 

ƘǘǘǇǎΥκκǿǿǿΦƎǎƛΦƛŜκ 

GEOMORPHOLOGY 
9ƭŜǾŀǘƛƻƴ 5ƛƎƛǘŀƭ 9ƭŜǾŀǘƛƻƴ 

aƻŘŜƭ ό59aύ 

нр Ƴ 9¦ /ƻǇŜǊƴƛŎǳǎ 

ƘǘǘǇǎΥκκǎǇŀŎŜŘŀǘŀΦŎƻǇŜǊƴƛŎǳǎΦŜǳκ 

tƘȅǎƛƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ ¢ƻǇƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎ tǊƻŦƛƭŜ 

LƴŘŜȄ ό{!D! DL{ύ  

нр Ƴ  9¦ /ƻǇŜǊƴƛŎǳǎ 

ƘǘǘǇǎΥκκǎǇŀŎŜŘŀǘŀΦŎƻǇŜǊƴƛŎǳǎΦŜǳκ 

DŜƻƳƻǊǇƘƻфлƳ DŜƻƳƻǊǇƘƻƳŜǘǊȅ  фл Ƴ hǇŜƴ¢ƻǇƻƎǊŀǇƘȅ 

ƘǘǘǇǎΥκκƻǇŜƴǘƻǇƻƎǊŀǇƘȅΦƻǊƎκ 

WATER 
9t! ²C5 ǿŀǘŜǊ 

ōƻŘƛŜǎΤ ¢ŀƛƭǘŜ 

;ƛǊŜŀƴƴ ǊƛǾŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ 

ƭŀƪŜǎ 

{ǳǊŦŀŎŜ ǿŀǘŜǊ 

ōƻŘƛŜǎ 

мΥрлΣлллΤ 

мΥнрлΣллл 

9t!Τ ¢ŀƛƭǘŜ ;ƛǊŜŀƴƴ 

ƘǘǘǇǎΥκκƎƛǎΦŜǇŀΦƛŜκ 

 

CŜŀǘǳǊŜ ƭŀȅŜǊ 

Ŏƻƴǘŀƛƴǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŀǘƛŀƭ 

Řŀǘŀ ŦƻǊ ²ŀǘŜǊǿŀȅǎ 

LǊŜƭŀƴŘΩǎ .ƭǳŜǿŀȅǎ 

Blueway trails, trail 

heads and access 

points for canoeing, 

start/finish points 

for cycling and 

walking trails and 

Blueway sections 

±ŀǊƛŀōƭŜ ²ŀǘŜǊǿŀȅǎ LǊŜƭŀƴŘ 

ƘǘǘǇǎΥκκǿǿƛΦƳŀǇǎΦŀǊŎƎƛǎΦŎƻƳκ 

 

https://www.gsi.ie/
http://gis.teagasc.ie/
https://www.gsi.ie/
https://spacedata.copernicus.eu/
https://spacedata.copernicus.eu/
https://opentopography.org/
https://gis.epa.ie/
https://wwi.maps.arcgis.com/
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Table 3 (continued): Suggested baseline data for LCAs ς national and regional scales 

CLIMATE 
¢ƘŜƳŜκŘŀǘŀǎŜǘ 5ŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ hǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ {ŎŀƭŜκ 

wŜǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ 
5ŀǘŀ ǎƻǳǊŎŜκǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǊ 

aŜǘ ;ƛǊŜŀƴƴ !!w  !ƴƴǳŀƭ ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜ 

ǊŀƛƴŦŀƭƭΣ мфумςнлмл 

м ƪƳ Ҏ  м ƪƳ aŜǘ ;ƛǊŜŀƴƴ 

ƘǘǘǇǎΥκκǿǿǿΦƳŜǘΦƛŜκ 

aŜǘ ;ƛǊŜŀƴƴ !!¢ !ƴƴǳŀƭ ŀǾŜǊŀƎŜ 

ǘŜƳǇŜǊŀǘǳǊŜΣ мфумς

нлмл 

м ƪƳ Ҏ м ƪƳ aŜǘ ;ƛǊŜŀƴƴ 

ƘǘǘǇǎΥκκǿǿǿΦƳŜǘΦƛŜκ 

LANDCOVER 
bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ [ŀƴŘ 

/ƻǾŜǊ aŀǇΣ 

όǊŜƭŜŀǎŜŘ нлноύ 

wŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜ ȅŜŀǊ 

нлму 

м Ƴн 9t!Σ ¢ŀƛƭǘŜ ;ƛǊŜŀƴƴ 

ƘǘǘǇǎΥκκǿǿǿΦǘŀƛƭǘŜΦƛŜκŜƴκ 

https://osi.ie/ 

/[/ нлму 9¦ /hwLb9 Řŀǘŀ нр Ƙŀ 9t! 

ƘǘǘǇǎΥκκƎƛǎΦŜǇŀΦƛŜκ 

[ŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜ 

/ƭŀǎǎƛŦƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ 

LǊŜƭŀƴŘ 

aƛƴƛƳǳƳ ƳŀǇǇƛƴƎ 

ǳƴƛǘ ƻŦ р ƪƳнΦ D{L 

tƘȅǎƛƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŎ ¦ƴƛǘǎ 

[ŜǾŜƭ о ŀƴŘ /[/ 

нлму όŘŀǘŀ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ 

ŜƭŜǾŀǘƛƻƴΣ Ib±Ŧ ŀƴŘ 

ǎƻƛƭ ǘȅǇŜ ǾŀǊƛŀōƭŜǎύ 

мΥнрлΣллл ¢ŜŀƎŀǎŎ 

/ŀǊƭƛŜǊ Ŝǘ ŀƭΦΣ нлму36 

ƘǘǘǇǎΥκκǘπǎǘƻǊΦǘŜŀƎŀǎŎΦƛŜκ 

ECOLOGY 
{!/ǎ 

{t!ǎ 

bI!ǎκǇbI!ǎ 

5ŜǎƛƎƴŀǘŜŘ ƴŀǘǳǊŜ 

ŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ ŀǊŜŀǎ 

мΥмлΣрсл bt²{ 

ƘǘǘǇǎΥκκǿǿǿΦƴǇǿǎΦƛŜκ 

bt²{ Ƙŀōƛǘŀǘ ŀƴŘ 

ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎ Řŀǘŀ  

Iŀōƛǘŀǘ ŀƴŘ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎ 

Řŀǘŀ 

±ŀǊƛŀōƭŜ bt²{ 

ƘǘǘǇǎΥκκǿǿǿΦƴǇǿǎΦƛŜκ 

[ƻŎŀƭ Ƙŀōƛǘŀǘ 

ǎǳǊǾŜȅǎ 

[ƻŎŀƭ ǎǳǊǾŜȅ Řŀǘŀ ±ŀǊƛŀōƭŜ ŀǘ ƭƻŎŀƭ 

ƭŜǾŜƭ 

[ƻŎŀƭ ŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘƛŜǎ 

 

 
36 Carlier, J., Doyle, M., Finn, J. A., Ó hUallacháin, D. Moran, J. (2021). A landscape classification map of Ireland and its 

potential use in national land use monitoring, Journal of Environmental Management, 289, 112498. 

 

https://www.met.ie/
https://www.met.ie/
https://www.tailte.ie/en/
https://osi.ie/
https://gis.epa.ie/
https://t-stor.teagasc.ie/
https://www.npws.ie/
https://www.npws.ie/
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Table 3 (continued): Suggested baseline data for LCAs ς national and regional scales 

AGRARIAN 
¢ƘŜƳŜκŘŀǘŀǎŜǘ 5ŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ hǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ {ŎŀƭŜκ 

wŜǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴ 
5ŀǘŀ ǎƻǳǊŎŜκǇǊƻǾƛŘŜǊ 

HNVf Ib±ŦψŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘŜŘ 

Ib±ŦψŘƛǎǘǊƛōǳǘŜŘ 

95  н Ҏ н ƪƳ 

όнлл Ƙŀύ 

¢ŜŀƎŀǎŎ 

ƘǘǘǇǎΥκκǘπǎǘƻǊΦǘŜŀƎŀǎŎΦƛŜκ 

/ƻƳƳƻƴŀƎŜ /ƻƳƳƻƴŀƎŜ DL{ 

5ŀǘŀǎŜǘ 

мΥмлΣрсл bt²{ 

ƘǘǘǇǎΥκκǿǿǿΦƴǇǿǎΦƛŜκ 

DǊŀǎǎƭŀƴŘ 

ό/ƻǇŜǊƴƛŎǳǎύ 

LƳǇǊƻǾŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǎŜƳƛπ

ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜŘ 

 9t! 

ƘǘǘǇǎΥκκƎƛǎΦŜǇŀΦƛŜκ 

FORESTRY 
Copernicus 

HighRes Forestry 

Copernicus HighRes 

Forestry 

20 m EPA 

ƘǘǘǇǎΥκκƎƛǎΦŜǇŀΦƛŜκ 

CULTURAL 
{ŜǘǘƭŜƳŜƴǘ /ƻǇŜǊƴƛŎǳǎ 

LƳǇŜǊǾƛƻǳǎƴŜǎǎ 

{ŜǘǘƭŜƳŜƴǘ 

нл Ƴ 9t! 

ƘǘǘǇǎΥκκƎƛǎΦŜǇŀΦƛŜκ 

¢ŀƛƭǘŜ ;ƛǊŜŀƴƴ ƻǇŜƴ 

ŘŀǘŀΣ ǎŜǘǘƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ 

ŀƴŘ ǘǊŀƴǎǇƻǊǘ  

wƻŀŘǎΣ ǊŀƛƭΣ 

ǎŜǘǘƭŜƳŜƴǘǎ 

мΥнрлΣллл ¢ŀƛƭǘŜ ;ƛǊŜŀƴƴ 

ƘǘǘǇǎΥκκǿǿǿΦǘŀƛƭǘŜΦƛŜκŜƴκ 

https://osi.ie/ 

bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ 

ƳƻƴǳƳŜƴǘǎ 

!ǊŎƘŀŜƻƭƻƎȅκŎǳƭǘǳǊŀƭ 

ƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ 

мΥмллΣллл ba{ 

ƘǘǘǇǎΥκκǿǿǿΦŀǊŎƘŀŜƻƭƻƎȅΦƛŜκ 

.ǳƛƭǘ ƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ37 wt{Σ bL!IΣ 

!ǊŎƘƛǘŜŎǘǳǊŀƭ 

/ƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ !ǊŜŀǎ 

мΥмлΣллл 

 

±ŀǊƛŀōƭŜ ŀǾŀƛƭŀōƛƭƛǘȅΤ 5ŜǇŀǊǘƳŜƴǘ 

ƻŦ IƻǳǎƛƴƎΣ [ƻŎŀƭ DƻǾŜǊƴƳŜƴǘ 

ŀƴŘ IŜǊƛǘŀƎŜ 

tƭŀŎŜƴŀƳŜǎ 

5ŀǘŀōŀǎŜ ƻŦ 

LǊŜƭŀƴŘ 

[ƻƎŀƛƴƳ ҔмΥмлΣллл ƘǘǘǇǎΥκκǿǿǿΦƭƻƎŀƛƴƳΦƛŜκ 

LǊƛǎƘ ¢ƻǿƴƭŀƴŘǎ ¢ƻǿƴƭŀƴŘǎ ҔмΥмлΣллл ƘǘǘǇǎΥκκǘƻǿƴƭŀƴŘǎΦƛŜκ 

[ŜƛǎǳǊŜ ǊƻǳǘŜǎΣ 

ǿŀȅπƳŀǊƪŜŘ ǿŀȅǎΣ 

tƛƭƎǊƛƳ ǿŀȅǎ 

[ŜƛǎǳǊŜ ǊƻǳǘŜǎΣ ǿŀȅπ

ƳŀǊƪŜŘ ǿŀȅǎΣ 

tƛƭƎǊƛƳ ǿŀȅǎ 

мΥнлΣллл ƘǘǘǇǎΥκκǿǿǿΦƘŜǊƛǘŀƎŜŎƻǳƴŎƛƭΦƛŜκ 

 

 

 

37 Other possible datasets for built heritage: SMR and NIAH records, ACAs (variable types held by local authorities), 
archaeological zones in towns, the Irish Historic Towns Atlas (available in hard-copy format and online: 
https://www.ria.ie/irish-historic-towns-atlas-online-galway), local study publications and journal articles. 

https://t-stor.teagasc.ie/
https://www.npws.ie/
https://gis.epa.ie/
https://gis.epa.ie/
https://gis.epa.ie/
https://www.tailte.ie/en/
https://osi.ie/
https://www.archaeology.ie/
https://www.logainm.ie/
https://townlands.ie/
https://www.heritagecouncil.ie/
https://www.ria.ie/irish-historic-towns-atlas-online-galway
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2.6 Landscape Character Types 

2.6.1 An Overview of the Methodology for Determining Baseline Landscape 

Character Types Through Geographical Information System Mapping 

The objective of mapping for the desk study component of LCA is to collate a graphical, spatial 

and contextual baseline data of landscape elements and character. At a practical level, the 

intention is to produce an άatlas-typeέ portfolio of maps to capture and communicate a series 

of landscape variables, to enable further consideration of the more pertinent landscape 

variables that should be factored into decision-making on landscape typologies and landscape 

character areas. 

The approach to determining a landscape character typology for Ireland presented here 

attempts to improve the consistency of LCAs on varying spatial scales in Ireland. To date 

(2024), no national- or regional-scale landscape typology framework exists. 

The adoption of a common and consistent approach to determining a landscape character 

typology can assist in the identification of regionally comparable landscape types and serve to 

provide statistically sound, defensible and repeatable spatial units on which to develop a 

landscape character typology and LCA processes. In the absence of a consistent methodology 

for determining LCTs, the mapping process will continue to result in a άpatchworkέ of spatially 

incoherent landscape assessment outputs, as has emerged in Ireland in the past three 

decades. 

!ƴ ŀōǊƛŘƎŜŘ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘǿƻ ƳŜǘƘƻŘƻƭƻƎƛŜǎ ŦƻǊ [/¢ ƳŀǇǇƛƴƎ όάƎǊƛŘ ŎŜƭƭ ǘȅǇŜέ ŀƴŘ άǇƻƭȅƎƻƴ 

ŦŜŀǘǳǊŜ ƳŜǘƘƻŘέύ ŦƻǊ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƛƴƎ ŀƴ [/¢ ŦǊŀƳŜǿƻǊƪ ƛǎ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘ ƛƴ the appendices. The 

methods demonstrate how spatial data and map-based information can be used to generate 

and identify draft LCTs, for subsequent verification in the field, which can then be incorporated 

into LCAs. LCTs are generated from generalised assemblages of three landscape element 

variables, of which two are core landscape elements, physiography and land cover, and the 

third variable is drawn from one of three landscape elements: bedrock, soil drainage or soil 

texture. These elements are described below: 

¶ Physiography (landforms or elevation) describes the underlying natural 

geomorphometric dimension of the landscape. 

¶ Land cover describes the visible surface character of the landscape. 

¶ Bedrock geology describes the solid constituent of the physical landscape. 
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¶ Soil drainage and soil texture describe the unconsolidated surface component of the 

landscape. 

¶ A fifth variable, culture (e.g. settlement and transport), can be overlain to introduce 

the cultural dimension of the landscape. 

Figure 16 provides a generalised overview of the steps and considerations involved in 

undertaking the mapping component of an LCA. 

Figure 17: The steps and considerations involved in undertaking the mapping component of an LCA 
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2.6.2 Geographical Information Systems and Spatial Data 

The role of GIS in successfully delivering LCAs has been widely demonstrated. With the 

consistent and reliable availability of new and updated spatial data, particularly in the open 

data domain, the menu of landscape characteristics in spatial format is diverse and plentiful. 

The necessity for GIS technical expertise in delivering the mapping component of LCAs is 

crucial, although the objective of the project in question may assist in deciding on the level of 

proficiency required. Most LCA undertakings require an intermediate to high degree of fluency 

in GISs and in working with spatial data (sourcing, collating, geoprocessing, data generation, 

cartography, metadata).  

 

The choice of GIS software application depends on access to licensed or open-source software. 

Licensed software such as ESRI ArcGIS is widely used, where the organisations or project 

partners conducting the LCA have licence agreements in place. Advances in free and open-

source software (FOSS) applications such as Quantum GIS (QGIS) and System for Automated 

Geoscientific Analyses (SAGA) have seen the adoption of open-source tools wholly, or the 

combined use of licensed and open-source software. Open-source software coupled with open 

data enables the delivery of the mapping component of LCAs at a significantly lower cost. 

2.7 Historic Landscape Character Assessments and Landscape Character 

Assessments  

άVernacular buildings, including fences, gate piers and other furniture of the local 

environment are especially important signatures of the local in landscape. In the 

absence of documentary evidence, vernacular buildings are often the only sources of 

information on life and landscapes of households of more modest or poorer 

circumstances.έ 38 

PJ Duffy, Exploring the History and Heritage of Irish Landscapes 

 
38 Duffy, P.J. (2007), Exploring the History and Heritage of Irish Landscapes, Four Courts Press, Dublin. 
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2.7.1 Overview 

HLCA is a comprehensive method used to characterise landscapes from an archaeological 

perspective, focusing on timeςdepth. It both identifies and analyses historic character. It 

assesses different attributes in the landscape, such as sensitivity, significance and pressures of 

change.39 HLCAs and LCAs are complementary but offer different ways of assessing the same 

area; moreover, the baseline data and analysis of an HLCA tend to be at a much more detailed 

level than is usual for an LCA.40 

 

When considering the influence of human activities and historical processes on the present 

day landscape and landscape character, a full HLCA may not be feasible.41 This toolkit gives a 

baseline recommendation for what should be included in a historical review as part of a LCA, 

including simple guidelines to research a robust and scaled-down overview of the historical 

character. 

 

2.7.2 Why is a Narrative on Map Analysis Important? 

A map analysis of any landscape/seascape in question is important because it gives a timeς

depth perspective and understanding of how a place has changed over time. Depending on the 

area, this change may be only slightly perceptible over a long period of time or, conversely, the 

change may be transformational, where, for example, a once rural landscape becomes very 

urbanised, or a place once under water becomes dry land through natural or human causes 

such as climate change or land reclamation/improvement.  

 

 
39 Lambrick, G., Hind, J., Wain, I. (2013), Historic Landscape Characterisation in Ireland ς Best Practice Guidance, the 
Heritage Council, Kilkenny, Ireland. 
40 Ibid. 
41 Our research team concluded that a full HLCA may not be considered a necessary part of LCAs depending on scale. An 
HLCA is expensive, time-intensive and often beyond the capacity of most county councils. Conversely, by requiring or 
recommending a full HLCA that cannot be performed, the important historical part of the research can often be 
completely omitted. Our toolkit gives a baseline recommendation for what should be included in a historical review as 
part of a LCA, including simple guidelines to research a robust and scaled-down overview of the historical character. 
HLCAs should always be drafted for larger regional and interregional projects such as large infrastructure projects that 
require a landscape and visual impact assessment. On a smaller scale (approx. 10ς30 km2), HLCAs would be extremely 
informative and detailed. On a larger scale, much of the information exceeds the needs of most LCAs and may not have a 
specific use. 
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/ƻƴǎƛŘŜǊƛƴƎ ƳŀǇǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ ǘƛƳŜǎ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǎǘ ǘƛƳŜǎ ƛǎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ άƳŀǇ 

ǊŜƎǊŜǎǎƛƻƴέΦ CƻǊ ŀǊŎƘŀŜƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ ǇǳǊǇƻǎŜǎΣ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŜŘ ƳƻǊŜ ǳǎŜŦǳƭ ǘƻ ōŜƎƛƴ ǿƛǘƘ 

the earliest map of a locality and trace its evolution through time as features are added or 

taken away from the landscape/seascape under study (see examples shown in Figures 20ς23). 

Because of IrelandΩs somewhat turbulent history, the historical map coverage of the country is 

patchy at best, and in many places the earliest maps available are, relatively speaking, late, 

with many dating to the 19th century with the first-edition 6-inch Ordnance Survey (OS) maps. 

Sometimes, earlier maps, such as estate maps or the 17th century άDown Surveyέ, are 

available but are not consistent for the entire country. This is in sharp contrast to England, for 

example, which has the 11th century Domesday Book as a start for many places, and in some 

cases even earlier evidence is available. 

However, map images alone will not tell the whole story. A narrative account or commentary 

is important for any map analysis, as this can then incorporate other important evidence such 

as placenames and folklore, which are not readily seen in the image but are intrinsic to any 

locality. Maps also use symbols, for example early lime kilns are indicated by dot-on-circle 

motifs and are worthy of some description when considering their presence in a locality. 

The supporting narrative can also provide interpretations when crucial map evidence is missing 

ƻǊ ƭƻǎǘΦ ¢ƘǳǎΣ ǘƘŜ ƳŀǇǎ ǘƘŜƳǎŜƭǾŜǎ Ŏŀƴ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ ŀ άǎƴŀǇǎƘƻǘέ ƛƴ ǘƛƳŜΣ ǿƘƛƭŜ ǘƘŜ ƻǾŜǊŀƭƭ 

narrative provides a critical interpretation of those snapshots through time, leading to an 

understanding of the landscape/seascape under study. The maps produced in this study are 

broadly divided into the recognised archaeological periods (e.g. Neolithic and Bronze Age), and 

a supporting narrative will aid in the interpretation and use of the historical/archaeological 

maps. 
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Figure 18: Drumacoo Church, Ballinderreen, Co. Galway. Image: Frank Coyne 
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2.7.3 Methodology for Providing Insight into the Historical Evolution of a 

Landscape Using Relevant Historical Maps 

Steps: 

¶ Download the data from www.archaeology.ie as a spreadsheet. 

¶ Open a new column and assign a number to a site depending on the archaeological 

period, for example 1 for Neolithic, 2 for Bronze Age, etc. (note: in this example, there 

are no Mesolithic sites but the number assigned would be 1 if Mesolithic 

sites/monuments were located). 

¶ Generate maps based on these periods. 

¶ It is also possible to generate maps showing different site types, such as fulachta fiadh 

or barrows, as each site type has a unique class code (e.g. BARO = barrow, 

FUFI = fulachta fiadh). 

 

Figure 19: Excel spreadsheet of data downloaded from archaeology.ie for a pilot site 

2.7.4  Heatmapping of Cultural Heritage Data 

By utilising the available data, analyses can be undertaken using heatmaps to help identify clusters 

of archaeological features from historical time periods. This can provide useful insights on the 

landscape scale into extant features of human activities and historical land use activities. The maps 

are only as good as the data, and so care should be taken and this step should be carried out under 
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the guidance of an appropriate cultural heritage expert, usually an archaeologist or conservation 

expert. Heatmap symbology, which can be created through GIS software, displays the relative 

density of points as a dynamic raster visualisation using a colour scheme to indicate density values. 

The colour scheme should be a smoothly varying set of colours, ranging from cool blues (sparse 

density of points) to hot oranges and reds (high density of points).42 

 

 
42 https://pro.arcgis.com/en/pro-app/latest/help/mapping/layer-properties/heat-map.htm 

Figure 20: Six Archaeological periods mapped and then grouped into heatmaps. Heat maps created 

in QGIS. Base map includes Tailte Éireann data reproduced under Tailte Éireann Licence No. 

2019/OSi_NMA_074. Unauthorised reproduction infringes copyright © Tailte Éireann 
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Figure 20 (continued): Six archaeological periods mapped and then grouped into heatmaps. Heat 

maps created in QGIS. Base map includes Tailte Éireann data reproduced under Tailte Éireann 

Licence No. 2019/OSi_NMA_074. Unauthorised reproduction infringes copyright © Tailte Éireann 
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Figure 20 (continued): Six archaeological periods mapped and then grouped into heatmaps. Heat 

maps created in QGIS. Base map includes Tailte Éireann data reproduced under Tailte Éireann 

Licence No. 2019/OSi_NMA_074. Unauthorised reproduction infringes copyright © Tailte Éireann 
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2.7.5 Case Study: Tinnabinna Townland, County Waterford 

Below are a series of historical maps and modern images for Tinnabinna Townland (Irish 

Transverse Mercator (ITM) 610433/5814510), showing the gradual loss of field 

boundaries/features from the mid- to late 19th century, around ringfort WA037-026002. The 

aerial photos show that many of the field boundaries from the early 20th century have been 

removed.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Figure 21: OS 25 inch (c. early 1900s). 

Includes Tailte Éireann data reproduced 

under Tailte Éireann Licence No. 

2019/OSi_NMA_074. Unauthorised 

reproduction infringes Tailte Éireann 

Government of Ireland copyright. © Tailte 

Éireann 

Figure 23: Google Earth (21 April 2018). Map 

data © 2018 Google 

Figure 24: DigitalGlobe aerial photo (c. 2011ς

2012). Image © DigitalGlobe 

Figure 22:OS, first edition (c. 1840). 

Includes Tailte Éireann data reproduced 

under Tailte Éireann Licence No. 

2019/OSi_NMA_074. Unauthorised 

reproduction infringes Tailte Éireann 

Government of Ireland copyright.           

© Tailte Éireann 
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2.7.6 Case Study: Lismanny Townland, County Galway  

The increased role of GIS in LCAs and the availability of historical mapping datasets and 

map viewers have enhanced the potential applications for and spatial analyses of 

landscape data. Historical GISs can trace the long-term spatial development of certain 

landscape features, for example hedgerows, peatlands and water features such as rivers 

and ponds, as well as built features, particularly from the 18th century onwards with the 

availability of mapping via Tailte Éireann and estate maps. This type of analysis can assist 

in understanding the historical to contemporary landscape change and help with the 

identification of locations that may be suitable for restoration through agri-

environmental and other spatial planning measures. Within an LCA, this can be 

considered part of landscape management and recommendations. As part of our pilot 

study in the midlands, we examined changing ecology through historical maps of the 

Lismanny Townland, north of Laurencetown in County Galway, part of the floodplains of 

the River Suck. Images from Bog Commission Maps (1809ς1814) show huge habitat loss 

from drained peatlands in the area. The Pollock Estate in Lismanny is a good example of 

an άimproving landlordέ, with radical post-famine interventions in the landscape still 

evident today. The study highlights possibilities for habitat restoration, tourism or agri-

environmental interventions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 25: Part of the bog belonging to the River Suck (1812), Bog Commission Maps 

1809ς1814. Image: Bord na Móna  
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2.8 Key Outputs of Step 2 

¶ GIS draft mapping of the project study area complete. 

¶ Analysis of changes in the landscape over time complete. 

¶ An outline description for each LCT identified through GIS. 

¶ High-level understanding gained of key drivers of landscape change. 

¶ Initial meetings and consultations with expert stakeholders held.

Figure 29: Shannonbridge peat power station 

plus wind farms on cutaway bog from March 

2023 

Figures 25 - 28: Photos from Lismanny, Co. Galway Case Study. Images: Ruth Minogue 

Figure 26: Bridge associated with historical 

extent of the Grand Canal 

Figure 27: River Suck Callows adjacent to 

Laurencetown Bog 

Figure 28: Former Train used to transport 

extracted peat 
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3 STEP 3: FIELD WORK/STUDY 

Step 3 allows the desktop and GIS analyses to be explored and ground truthing to be 

performed43 through the critical process of field surveys. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
43 Ground truthing: checking the results from the desk study on the ground in the study area. 

Figure 30:Step 3 diagram, based on Natural 

England, 2014. Contains public sector 

information licensed under the Open 

Government Licence v3.0 

Figure 31: Landscape Wheel, originally 

developed by Carys Swanwick, 2002, for 

Natural England. Contains public sector 

information licensed under the Open 

Government Licence v3.0 












































































































































































































































