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Introduction and context

Introduction

1.1 LUC was commissioned in January 2026 to undertake a review of the existing
local landscape designations within the West Lothian Council local authority area.

1.2 National Planning Framework 4 (NPF4) Policy 4 supports the protection and
restoration of natural places, which includes sites designated as a local landscape
area (LLAs) under criterion 4d.

1.3 This study reviews and, where necessary, updates the recommendations of
LUC’s 2013 West Lothian Local Landscape Designation Review, which informed the
current West Lothian Local Development Plan 2018 (LDP1).

1.4 The approach takes into account changes in policy context and updated
guidance since 2013, including:

B the Scottish Government’s 2023 National Planning Framework 4;

B the Scottish Government’s 2023 Local Development Planning Guidance; and

B Historic Environment Scotland and NatureScot’s revised 2020 Guidance on
Designating Local Landscape Areas.

1.5 There are seven Special Landscape Areas (SLAs) identified in the LDP1, as
shown on Figure 1. These were reviewed and where necessary amended in order to:

B reflect changes in the landscape, such as new development;

B confirm that the areas continue to reflect the qualities for which they were
designated; and

B confirm that their boundaries are appropriately defined.

1.6 Designated areas which are confirmed through this review will be adopted as part
of the West Lothian Local Development Plan 2 (LDP2), which is currently in
preparation. Designated areas will be referred to as LLAs in LDP2 to better align with
NPF4 Policy 4.

1.7 This document sets out the process and results of the review. It presents
recommended updates and changes to the SLAs, to ensure that their retention as
LLAs in LDP2 remains appropriate. The document structure is as follows:

B Chapter 1 introduces the aims and context of the review;
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B Chapter 2 presents the approach and methodology;

B Chapter 3 presents the findings of the review and provides statements of
conformity with current policy for each SLA; and

B Chapter 4 includes updated citations (Statements of Importance) for each area
recommended to be retained as an LLA in LDP2.

Objectives of the study

1.8 This review was undertaken to inform preparation of the next local development
plan, LDP2. Whilst landscape change is a long-term process, land use pressures,
climate change and the nature emergency are accelerating its pace. This review
assesses the existing landscape designations against the current landscape baseline
and policy context.

1.9 The objectives of the review of SLAs, as defined by West Lothian Council in the
project brief, were to:

B Review existing SLAs against their original reasons for designation;
B Prepare written statements of conformity for each SLA,;

B Update Statements of Importance to reflect where substantive change has
occurred since 2013; and

B |dentify any emerging issues affecting the integrity or role of SLAs.

1.10 The scope of the review does not include the identification of new local
landscape areas. Boundary changes could be recommended when considering the
present-day SLAs against their reasons for designation. Consultation through the
local development plan preparation process, including consideration of Local Place
Plans, may highlight the need for other local landscapes to be designated.

West Lothian Landscape Character Assessment

1.11 An updated Landscape Character Assessment (LCA) was undertaken in
tandem with this local landscape designation review. The updated LCA provides a
framework for more detailed landscape studies, including this local landscape
designation review, the Countryside Belt Review, and Landscape Sensitivity
Assessments. The updated LCA was considered in the review of the SLAs, though
the focus has been on consideration of changes to the landscape of the SLAs
themselves.
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Figure XX Map of the existing Special Landscape Areas (2013) in West Lothian and adjoining local authorities
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Chapter 2
Approach and Methodology

Approach

2.1 This local landscape designation review follows the NatureScot and Historic
Environment Scotland (HES) Guidance on Designating Local Landscape Areas
(2020), which embeds the principles of the European Landscape Convention (ELC)
within it.

2.2 The UK Government ratified the European Landscape Convention (ELC) in 2006.
This defines landscape as “an area, as perceived by people, whose character is the
result of the action and interaction of natural and/or human factors”.

2.3 The ELC establishes the need to recognise landscape in law; to develop
landscape policies dedicated to the protection, management and planning of
landscapes; and to establish procedures for the participation of the general public
and other stakeholders in the creation and implementation of landscape policies.

2.4 The NatureScot and HES Guidance on Designating Local Landscape Areas
(2020) notes that the process of designation for local landscapes serves three main
objectives:

B “Accolade — Designation recognises that a specific area has special importance.
Celebrating these values raises awareness and understanding amongst
communities and wider stakeholders;

B Policy — The designation process provides a useful opportunity to engage
communities in identifying policy priorities and objectives. Landscapes will
evolve, and this change is managed better if the values of a landscape are well
understood. Designation highlights the landscape values that are important to
communities.

B Management — Designation of areas that are specifically valued provides a
useful means to concentrate effort and prioritise resources for positive action
and management.”

2.5 The guidance states that “Designations may need revision due to, for example:
new development; subsequent other local designations new reasons or emphasis for
designation — such as the historic environment, natural heritage or health and well-
being, the need for a clearer statement of the qualities and values of the LLA that
provide the basis for their designation.”
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2.6 These factors have all been considered in undertaking the review. There has
been considerable new development in West Lothian since 2013. One of the overall
objectives of the project brief is to “Integrate landscape, biodiversity, climate change
and natural capital considerations”. This has informed the review of statements of
significance.

2.7 It is also acknowledged in the guidance that “when reviewing existing local
landscape areas, it may not be necessary to carry out as comprehensive a review as
when designating new areas”. This has informed the approach to the review, which is
based on checking and confirming the current SLAs rather than identifying new
designations.

Methodology

2.8 The process for undertaking the study involved the following key stages:
B |dentification of study area and existing designations;
B Desk review, including baseline data collation;
B Review of SLA boundaries;

B Field survey to check/ identify special qualities, collecting aesthetic/perceptual
information, take photographs and observe forces for change within the
landscape;

B Preparation of statements of conformity for each SLA; and

B Drafting revised Statements of Importance for each area recommended for
retention as an LLA.

Study Area

2.9 This study reviews the existing SLAs within West Lothian. A map of these SLAs
is shown on Figure 1. The LDP1 identifies seven SLAs:

B Pentland Hills;

B Almond and Linhouse Valleys;
B Blackridge Heights;

H Avon Valley;

B Bathgate Hills;

B Airngath Hill; and
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B Forth Coast

2.10 Local landscape designations in adjoining local authority areas, where these are
located directly adjacent or near to (within c. 5km) the local authority area boundary,
were also reviewed for consideration of cross-boundary consistency. These are also
shown in Figure 1.

Desk Review

2.11 The initial desk-based stage involved the collation of a wide range of up-to-date
mapped information to ‘sense-check’ the existing SLAs and to update the baseline.
The review involved:

B Identifying any major land use changes within the SLAs;
B Identifying any material changes needed to the boundaries;

B Review of the citations against the recommendations set out in the 2020
Guidance document;

B Reviewing the ‘statement of significance’ for each SLA to ensure they are
comprehensive and remain robust; and

B Reviewing ‘forces for change’ and ‘management recommendations’ for each
SLA to ensure they reflect current pressure for development and policy context.

2.12 Planning data provided by West Lothian Council pertaining to consented and
built developments was reviewed with reference to the existing SLAs, to review
changes to the landscape which have occurred since the previous study, or (in the
case of consented developments) are likely to change the landscape in the near
future. Available aerial imagery from the past 13 years was also reviewed to
understand changes in the landscape.

2.13 Data used within the study, including data collated in the GIS database, is
shown in Appendix A.
Assessment of existing SLAs

2.14 Each SLA was considered in terms of any changes to its special qualities, as set
out in the Statement of Importance, and any changes to the boundaries considered
appropriate.
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2.15 Chapter 3 of this report sets out recommendations, to be considered during the
plan preparation process and its associated consultation stages. These could
include:

B Where there should be no change to the existing boundary;

B Where the boundary should be extended or contracted due to changes in the
baseline since the previous study; or

B Where an SLA is considered to no longer meet the criteria for local designation.

2.16 This updated study reviewed changes to the landscape baseline, such as
development or changes in land use/land management, to understand how these
have influenced the underlying key characteristics, quality and setting of each SLA.
Changes to the baseline were also reviewed with specific focus on features which
define the boundary or edges of the SLAs.

2.17 The presence or introduction of development within an SLA does not preclude
its designation. The nature and scale of development that has taken place within or
along the boundary of an LLA was reviewed on a case-by-case basis to understand if
a change to the boundary is warranted due to:

m Changes to the strength of expression of the special qualities of the SLA; or

m A variation in the quality or character of the landscape, resulting from the
introduction of development, which substantially differs from the overall
quality of the SLA.

2.18 The boundaries defining other designations that interact with SLA boundaries,
such as Inventory-listed Gardens and Designed Landscapes (GDLs), Conservation
Areas, and other nature conservation and cultural heritage sites were also reviewed
for updates since the previous 2013 Local Landscape Designation Review. Where
the SLA boundary deviates from the line of other designations, this is based on
landscape considerations.

2.19 The following development types and land use changes were considered as
influencing factors that may indicate changes to the boundaries or special qualities of
the existing 2013 SLAs:

B Settlement expansion;
B Renewables;

B Quarrying;

B Other industrial;

B Agricultural (e.g. poultry farms);
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B Forestry;

B Leisure / recreational (e.g. lodges);

B Other commercial; and

B Regeneration/biodiversity/habitat creation (positive change).

2.20 The findings of the review are set out in Chapter 3, which includes
recommendations for any changes in boundaries, as well as statements of conformity
setting out whether SLAs are still judged to meet the current policy context.

2.21 Chapter 4 then includes updated Statements of Importance for each area
recommended for retention as an LLA in the LDP2. The Statements of Importance
have been reviewed and updated to reflect any changes highlighted by the review
process. The overall structure of the Statements of Importance has been retained,
although the ‘statement of significance’ for each SLA has been renamed ‘special
qualities’ to reflect good practice, and in accordance with the 2020 NatureScot and
HES Guidance on Designating Local Landscape Areas.

2.22 The individual LLA profiles are structured as follows:
B Description of location;
B Representative photograph and figure;
B Boundaries;
B Special Qualities;
B Forces for Change; and

B Management Recommendations.
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