
 
LANDSCAPE FORWARD:  POLICY, PRACTICE AND RESEARCH 

 
SLIDE  1 Title slide 
Good morning everyone. I'm delighted to be with you and I hope I can be suitably provocative and 
forward-looking as requested by our organisers. Most of you will know that I'm particularly 
associated with tools such as Landscape Character Assessment and Landscape and Visual 
Impact assessment. But I'm not going to talk much about either of those - you might be relieved to 
hear!  My brief was wide ranging and I won’t be able to cover all the areas suggested but    
 
SLIDE 2  Four themes 
I wanted to briefly cover four themes which I hope might help to get our discussions going. Here 
they are and I’ll move swiftly into the first one    
 
SLIDE 3 In between landscapes 
I want to start on a personal note if you will bear with me, and talk about three landscapes that I 
have lived in during my life - chosen from several because I have led a rather peripatetic life.    
 
SLIDE 4 I was born in 1950 on this farm in Gloucestershire. It's in the village of Hempsted on the 
south-west borders of the city of Gloucester itself - in the Severn and Avon Vales National 
Character Area .    
 
SLIDE 5 The farm has been in the family, through my grandfather, and then my uncle for over a 
century and it was my first introduction to landscape, even though it would be many years before I 
actually heard  or understood that word. My father started his carrer there and met my mother 
there.    
SLIDE 6  Some years ago the farm was absorbed into the boundary of the city and development 
has nibbled away at the edges over the years. When my uncle died 2 years ago he was the last of 
the farming generation and the farm was quickly sold to developers. Soon it will be no more and 
all the nooks and crannies and childhood memories - playing best man dead in the  haybarn, 
catching sticklebacks in the streams and wondering at the dead fox we found in a willow tree after 
one of the many annual episodes of flooding of the River Severn, will all be history. That makes 
me very sad.    
 
SLIDE 7 When I was 5 we followed my father's job as an agricultural advisor to what was then 
Westmorland and lived in a village called Crosthwaite in the south-east corner of the Lake District, 
in Damson country at the head of the Lyth Valley and in the South Cumbria Low Fells Character 
Area. It was idyllic and I loved it. I ran up the road to school every day on my own or with my 
sister, we had adventures out on the low fells behind the house  
 
SLIDE 8 and in our large garden I spent my time “getting outdoors and closer to nature" in the 
language of the National Trust.  
 
SLIDE  9 Quite recently we went back to visit the area.     As you can see, the view from the front 
of the house is virtually unchanged today from the way it was in the late 1950s and that is quite an 
achievement given modern pressures. The only real difference is that the local pub has become a 
gastropub and small hotel and there is more traffic on the road that I used to run along.   
 
SLIDE  10 Today we live in rural South Leicestershire in a village called South Kilworth, on the 
borders of Leicestershire, Northamptonshire and Warwickshire, in the Leicestershire Vales 
character area. It's a small village in pleasant countryside, what I think HE Bates referred to as 
“England Contemplative".  
 
SLIDE 11 But we are only 3 miles from the junction of the M1, the M6 and the A14 at what some 
of you may know as the infamous Catthorpe interchange  which is currently subject to an 
enormous rebuilding programme. Although our small area is relatively stable, within 10 miles of us 
there are enormous pressures for change, not only from the transport improvements, but also    
from  large wind farm developments along the line of the National Grid 400Kv line that passes 
south through the area, from  waste transfer and disposal sites,    
 



SLIDE 12 from construction of distribution centres and from release of land for new housing.    
The Post Office Management College where my husband worked when we first came to the area, 
and which is a parkland and country house adjacent to the M6, is being developed for executive 
housing and   just last week Market Harborough Council announced  the release of three 
contiguous areas of  rural land around the town for new housing, increasing the population of this 
attractive market town by  one sixth.   
 
SLIDE 13 All these changes bring indirect consequences such as increases in traffic on the rural 
loads and an unbelievable proliferation of litter along road verges, in hedges and in trees.  Even 
the characteristic ash trees are dying from a multitude of stresses, even before we think about the 
potential onset of the dreaded Ash dieback disease. 
 
I'm sure you're wondering why I'm telling you all this. It's because while I do believe that, as we will 
be hearing later “All Landscapes Matter", it is still undoubtedly true that some landscapes matter 
more than others, especially at a time of severe competition for time and money. Despite the cuts, 
and recognising the pressures, there is a growing emphasis on targeting efforts on special areas. 
Our designated areas, whether National Parks or AONBs, seem to be doing a good job in 
protecting our most special landscapes as my Crosthwaite example demonstrates. Thinking about 
my Gloucestershire example, mechanisms like Green Belts and green infrastructure initiatives are 
to some extent tackling such issues around towns and cities, although we all know of course the 
problems that there are.  
 
But I believe that my Leicestershire example is repeated in many parts of the country in the 
ordinary everyday landscapes between towns and cities which are outside any form of 
designation. This is what I mean by “in between landscapes" and I believe that they are the places 
that will need much more attention in the future. No one seems to care about them and yet they 
will be the places where many people live and where populations will expand. There is no 
mechanism for co-ordinated planning or management to tackle some of the issues. Every 
development or land-use change seems to take place in isolation with no attempt to address the 
consequences or provide any vision for the future. I think that needs to change.  
 
SLIDE 14 Because these areas are changing so rapidly there is an urgent need for a better 
understanding of the nature of this change, where it is happening and how it is altering the 
landscape. Over the years I have been involved in projects to monitor landscape change.   I 
wasn't involved in the  early Countryside Commission monitoring work in England and Wales but I 
did welcome it as a user,  both the New Agricultural Landscapes work, and the transect based 
National project which informed these memorable images. 
 
SLIDE 15 But I did participate at the end of the monitoring landscape change in National Parks 
project and in the much more recent CQC and CQuel projects which used the Character Area 
framework to assess change.  
 
SLIDE 16 The summary maps from both projects really demonstrate the point about these “in 
between landscapes”  - here with my Leicestershire example marked - shown first in CQC as 
“marked change inconsistent with character"  
 
SLIDE 17 and later in the CQueL version as “diverging". I really believe that this sort of work, 
albeit possibly in cutdown form because of the financial situation, ought to continue  in some form 
so that we can really understand the direction in which we are heading. Maybe crowd sourcing of 
change information might be an option in the digital world - involvement of the general public in 
monitoring change has been suggested over the years but maybe it is more feasible today.    
 
SLIDE 18 Thinking outside the box 
How we could actually do anything about the future of these landscapes is of course another 
matter entirely. It seems pretty clear that the austerity regime of recent years is not going to 
disappear overnight whatever the outcome of the general election. It may indeed become the 
norm for the future and it means that we can no longer look to bodies like Natural England and 
English Heritage, albeit in its new form, and to local authorities, to be the flagbearers and funders 
for landscape projects. So I think that we all have to think outside the box and come up with new 
ways of doing things and new sources of funds. I  don't have all the answers but I just want to 



briefly illustrate the points by drawing on some projects and initiatives that I am involved with in 
one way or another. All coincidentally seem to have the word “National” in them     
 
SLIDE 19 My first example is the National Forest in the Midlands, much of which falls into my “in 
between landscape” category.    
 
SLIDE 20 I'm not going to talk about the forest in detail and I'm sure many of you will already be 
aware of its history, its developments and its achievements in reinventing an area much of which 
was scarred by mining and other industry.    
 
SLIDE 21 Having worked on a couple of projects in the forest in its early years in the 1990s I have 
recently started to re-engage with it a little for a variety of reasons, not least through my husband 
who was born in Coalville, is halfway through walking the new National Forest Way, and is 
becoming involved in sponsoring a grove of woodland in memory of his father who died recently.    
 
SLIDE 22 The achievements of the forest are impressive as demonstrated by a few statistics for 
the period from 1995 to 2014: 
 

 Almost 8.5 million trees planted since 1995 and 6,931ha of new Forest created. 

 Forest cover increased from an initial 6% to 19.8% across the 200 square miles of the 
forest -  aim to increase this to around a third cover at the completion of planting 

 80% of the total Forest creation achieved has open public access  

 Over 2,150ha of habitats important for wildlife have been created or brought back into 
management 

 96km (59.6 miles) of new hedgerows have been planted and over 150 new wildlife ponds 
have been created.  

  
SLIDE 23 
 

 271,000 people have participated in Forest-related events 

 10,000 people involved in Plant a Tree events since 2001 

 Over 45 new sport and recreation facilities created including fishing, mountain biking, 
orienteering, carriage driving, cross country horseriding and sledging. 

 102km of new cycleways have been created 

 Tourism now worth £336m pa  - an increase from £286m in 2003 

 7.2 million visitors to the National Forest in 2013 and 4,561 tourism related jobs. 

 Over £1million has been raised from business sponsorship and donations from the public. 
 
SLIDE 24 To me the first and most striking thing about the forest is the innovative thinking about 
its establishment and the way that it was to run. That is now evolving further with the National 
Forest Company due to make the transition to a charity over the coming years.  
 
SLIDE 25 The second thing that has struck me is that the Forest is about creating a high-quality 
environment that can support social and economic development. Having known the area for a 
number of years the transition is quite remarkable,   particularly in terms of seeing the amount of 
new housing being developed in enhanced woodland settings. When I was at Sheffield I worked 
on a European INTERREG project under the title of “Creating the Setting for Investment" and this 
project seems to bring that very much to life.  
 
 SLIDE 26 My final observation is about the success of the forest in engaging with local 
communities, whether those who used to work in the mining industry or children involved in tree 
planting or other activities like tree climbing.  If only we could have coordinated and funded 
initiatives like this in all of our “in between landscapes”. 
  
SLIDE 27 My second example is the National Trust where I speak as someone who has been a 
Board member for two and a half years. The Trust's  emerging new strategy to 2025 tries to 
answer the question ‘what does the nation need from us in the 21st century?’. Two of the four 
strands of the strategy most relevant to our discussions today are badged as : a healthy beautiful 
natural environment and helping look after the places where people live. Both take the Trust a 



long way from the image of country houses, gardens and parks which most people still seem to 
associate it with. 
 
SLIDE 28 Under the first strand of a healthy, beautiful, natural environment  the Trust is 
committing itself to invest in getting all of our own land into a good condition, to developing, testing 
and promoting a new economic model for land management and to investing in a suite of 
landscape scale partnership projects,   
 
SLIDE 29 including this initial list of seven. This work is I should stress, all at the thinking, testing 
stage. 
  
SLIDE 30 Under the second strand of helping look after the places where people live, the future is 
more uncertain and is one where at present we are only dipping our toes in the water.   But as one 
example of this area of work the Trust has teamed up with Sheffield City Council to bid 
successfully to the NESTA Rethinking Urban Parks initiative to investigate the scope for an 
endowment model for funding the management of the city’s parks and green spaces into the 
future. It is not a question of the Trust becoming directly involved but rather of using the 
organisation’s particular experience and knowledge to help develop new ideas. To many people 
I'm sure that the idea of the Trust working alongside a labour council like Sheffield, would 
defininitely be seen as radical and thinking outside the box. It will certainly be interesting to see 
how this area of work develops over the next year.   
 
SLIDE 31 But Sheffield has a good track record in this area as the scale of HLF funding and 
locally raised match fundingfor the much loved Botanical Gardens demonstrate. But the scale of 
endowment needed for all the city’s parks and greenspaces would be of a different order of 
magnitude. 
  
SLIDE 32 My third example is National Grid's Visual Impact Provision project, which I have 
worked on since November 2013 in the role of National Grid's independent adviser on landscape 
and visual aspects of the project.  National Grid is funded by a price control mechanism which is 
agreed with and set by Ofgem, the electricity and gas markets regulator. The new price controls 
and incentives include a provision of £500 million for electricity transmission owners to mitigate the 
visual impact of existing electricity infrastructure in nationally protected landscapes in Great 
Britain. For National Grid this means considering the visual impact of existing infrastructure in 
National Parks and AONBs. This is the ‘Visual Impact Provision’ or VIP.  
 
SLIDE 33 National Grid have published a policy document on the VIP which among other things  
 
SLIDE 34 proposed the setting up of an independently chaired stakeholder advisory group to help 
to establish priorities for spending the £500 million.   
 
SLIDE 35 The group has wide membership and has an independent chair in Chris Baines. 
 
SLIDE 36 I have been working with Grid to advise on ways of determining which of the 50 relevant 
sections of line, relating to 30 designated areas and covering some 570 km of transmission line, 
have the most important landscape and visual impacts.    
 
SLIDE 37 After four months of work with two well-known firms of landscape consultants - Land 
Use Consultants and Gillespie's -   and with the outcomes published in this technical report,   we 
arrived at a shortlist of twelve potential line sections in four national parks and four AONBs.  
 
SLIDE 38 Here is the list  
 
SLIDES 39 - 41 And here they are in pictures    
 
SLIDE 42 You might wonder about the High Weald one but when you see this slide it might make 
more sense. 
 
SLIDE 43 National Grid have since been considering these options, running intensive consultation 
meetings in these areas and exploring technical options in each case. In the autumn the 



Stakeholder Advisory Group will consider the options and advise on a short list of perhaps 4 or 5 
sections to go forward for full technical appraisal.  Undergrounding is expensive so it is not 
possible to tackle many areas. 
 
SLIDE 44 While this is all exciting in itself perhaps the greatest innovation lies in the agreement of 
the Stakeholder group and Ofgem that £24 million of the provision should be used for what is 
currently known as the VIP Landscape Enhancement Scheme. This will enable the National Park 
and AONB authorities for the 30 affected areas to bid for grants to cover landscape and visual 
enhancement proposals in the area influenced by the transmission lines. This means that up to £4 
million per year for 6 years will be available to achieve enhancement works in these areas. This 
seems to be an excellent example of  innovative, lateral thinking outside the normal box of funding 
regimes. 
 
SLIDE 45 As chair of the Stakeholder Advisory Group Chris Baines has frequently pointed out the 
very welcome example that National Grid is setting with this project and pointing out the  
opportunities for others involved in infrastructure provision and utilities management to follow the 
lead.   I was thinking of that point last week when I read the new edition of Landscape magazine 
from the Landscape Institute and an article about HS2.  Kathryn Moore, former President of the 
Institute has been very active in promoting the idea of a landscape vision for HS2 which is not just 
about mitigation, but about reinventing another “in between landscape “ around Birmingham, 
Solihull and Coventry and including the Tame and Blythe Valleys, which she has spoken of as 
becoming “the green heart of the Birmingham region”.  The article suggests that “politicians and 
key stakeholders are beginning to recognise the potential of the landscape to mediate between 
administrative, technical, social and cultural forces, resulting in a project that is valued by all." Fine 
words and a great aspiration although I cannot help but wonder if HS2 will ever be willing to take 
up the challenge and follow National Grid's example in thinking in a creative and imaginative way 
and finding ways to achieve the vision. 
 
SLIDE  46 The Language of landscape 
Now I would just like to say a few words about the language of landscape. Anyone who works in 
the landscape arena and has tried to explain to someone, as I did to my mother many times, what 
the word means and what exactly they do, will know how difficult it is to convey ideas about 
landscape in an appropriate way. 
 
SLIDE 47 I'm sure that most of you will be aware of the widespread publicity that has been given 
recently to Robert McFarlane's new book Landmarks. As the cover image for an interview in the 
Sunday Times's culture magazine says “we need to talk about our landscape". Yes we do, but we 
need to talk about it in different ways for different audiences. The book has the language of 
landscape  as its focus and explores the great lexicon of vernacular words for the detail of 
everyday landscapes - shades perhaps of Common Ground. The Independent on Sunday review 
of the book quotes McFarlane as saying “it is not a language that has been made by elites for 
elites, but one spoken by walkers and by workers". 
 
SLIDE 48 Now much of my work has I admit been about the language of landscape that is for use 
by elites to communicate with other elites, especially in Guidance documents such as these - the 
2002 Landscape Character Assessment guidance and the 2013 Guidelines on Landscape and 
Visual Impact Assessment published by routledge for the Landscape Institute and IEMA. And I 
don't apologise for that or for the ongoing debates about what words we should use and when and 
whether we all understand them in the same way. When so much professional work on landscape 
takes place in legal or quasi-legal forums such as appeal hearings, public enquiries, infrastructure 
examinations and so on, it is inevitable that there will be debates about interpretation, and about 
consistency in the use of language. That became especially clear to me recently when I co-
delivered a training course on the Landscape Institute’s guidance on landscape and visual impact 
assessment to a group of about 40 planning inspectors, many of whose work involved major 
infrastructure cases. Their greatest concern was the inconsistency and imprecision in the  
language that they find is used in the landscape field. 
 
But engaging people with their everyday landscapes and with the idea of landscapes is a 
completely different challenge. I'm not convinced that the language that Robert McFarlane writes 
about is necessarily going to help us in this context because it is probably as unfamiliar to most 



people as the technical and professional language that many of us have to use (I mean - did you 
know that “didder” means the quivering of a bog as a walker approaches, at least in East 
Anglia??).  Nor do I think we have been very successful in engaging people in ideas about 
landscape character, except where perhaps there is some sort of threat to local landscapes.  
CPRE made a very ambitious attempt in their “Unlocking the Landscape” guide and pilot projects 
but without, as I understand it, great success.  I was involved in an attempt to engage people in 
the Environmental Capital way of thinking in the North Pennines landscape back in the mid 1990s. 
We did manage to get people talking about their landscapes, but only I think because we 
employed the medium of theatre to provoke people - with Jack Drum, a local theatre group using a 
performance of song, comedy and drama to inspire ideas about what people valued in their area.  
 
SLIDE 49 To me it is that creative approach to landscape which is most likely to succeed in 
engaging ordinary people with everyday landscapes.  I like the work of the poet Simon Armitage, 
incidentally currently Professor of Poetry at the University of Sheffield and think his Stanza Stones 
project in the South Pennines is a great example of a creative interaction between art and the 
landscape which is designed to engage and inspire.   
 
SLIDE 50 It doesn’t even really matter whether people talk about landscape at all because 
research by DEFRA around meanings of nature and natural environment hardly mentioned 
landscape.  
 
SLIDE 51 But we do need to do everything we can to engage people with their surroundings and 
to encourage appreciation of the places or landscapes, or whatever they may call them, by 
creative engagement and hands on involvement. 
 
SLIDE 52 Future generations 
And that brings me to my last theme. I am nearly 65 now and allegedly retired.  
 
SLIDE 53 I have been to more retirement events recently than I care to think about  - here for 
Lyndis Cole, my old friend and colleague from LUC and you will note the preponderance of grey 
hair!  I been struck by how many of the people, like Lyndis,  who I think have been leaders in 
developing ideas about landscape over the last thirty years, are at that same stage in life - I could 
reel off a list of maybe a dozen people, coincidentally mainly women, who are in that category. We 
won’t be around for ever and it leaves me wondering where the next generation of landscape 
thinkers are going to come from - excepting of course those in this room who are much younger 
than me! 
 
SLIDE 54 In my seventeen years of training landscape professionals at Sheffield I have seen 
many generations of students graduate and go out into the world of practice.  Some of the best 
have been what I would broadly call landscape planners, with a good grasp of the large scale 
issues that confront us in trying to secure a positive future for the landscape. But landscape 
architecture education does not in general excel at  producing graduates who are well equipped to 
deal with this world of large scale landscape thinking and neither do other subjects like planning. I 
have done my best at Sheffield to promote landscape planning and to encourage students to 
understand this broader strategic level of thinking about landscape. But it is challenging because 
there always tends to be an obsession with the aesthetic and with design and enticing students 
into this wider world of strategic thinking is challenging.  This is especially so now that so many 
students are from China and have a focus on the design of the urban environment. It remains a 
hard sell to students and there will, I predict, soon be a real shortage of landscape planners 
entering practice - if there isn’t already.  I wonder if perhaps what we need is new courses 
dedicated to creating professionals who can lead the way in rethinking the landscape at a large 
scale. 
 
SLIDE 55 But even if we did that we still have to encourage those at school to even contemplate 
landscape as a worthwhile subject for further study.  And that means engaging children with their 
natural surroundings.  When I was involved in the Government’s Foresight Land Use Futures 
project I wrote a review paper called “Society’s Attitudes to Land and Landscape”.  In it  I 
speculated on  future attitudes and what might shape them.   
 
 



SLIDE 56 Education and the development of ennvironmental values is clearly one of the most 
important and we need to know more about how such values develop.  The range of factors is 
complex but evidence is sparse.  It is possible to be both pessimistic and optimistic about the way 
things might go in future generations.     
 
SLIDE 57 In the pessimistic view these things might happen.  I won’t go through them all as most 
will be familiar to you, especially the idea of “nature deficit disorder”, the dominance of digital 
technology in people’s lives, and the changing nature of the population 
 
SLIDE 58 In the optimistic view - society might increasingly realise the benefits that interaction 
with land and landscape can bring, especially for mental and physical health, there would  be 
interventions to change attitudes and behaviour, with the intention of re-establishing strong 
societal links with land and landscape, perhaps through policy change, through education and 
information, and through use of the media – and also through practical initiatives.   
 
SLIDE 59 In this regard I am a great fan of the National Trust’s initiatives around “Getting 
Outdoors and Closer to Nature and especially   “50 things to do before you are eleven and three 
quarters”. 
 
 SLIDE 60 Only through such work do I think we will make sure that we end up in the optimistic 
rather than the pessimistic scenario.  
 
 
Carys Swanwick 
18th March 2005 

 


