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1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Banchory is located in Aberdeenshire, in the River Dee valley. It is the main 
service and employment centre for the east part of the Marr area. The town is 
18 miles west of Aberdeen and sits upon the main transportation route along 
the River Dee valley, the A93 road, connecting Aberdeen with Perth. 
Commuter traffic is split 3 ways: to Peterculter on A93, to Westhill on A980 
and B977, and to Aberdeen on B9077 on the southern Deeside. The B974 
links to the A90 south across the Bridge of Dee. Alternatively, the A957, 
crossing the River Dee nearby to the east, also provides access to the A90 
through Stonehaven. 

 
1.2 Several regular bus services connect the town to Aberdeen and Braemar. The 

former Royal Deeside Railway was closed to passengers in 1966, and 
dismantled in 1972. Reinstatement of a short section between Banchory and 
the Milton of Crathes is currently in progress (www.deeside-railway.co.uk). 

 
1.3 According to the population estimates, the town had a population of 6,593 in 

2006. The new Draft Structure Plan targets at a high scenario population 
growth throughout the Aberdeen city region, along with the provision of 2500 
new homes each year by 2014, and 3000 each year by 2020. As a popular 
commuter town, Banchory is also expected to see a further growth (see table 
below). This justifies the need for additional development sites, beyond the 
ones allocated by the extant Local Plan. 

 
 2001 2006 2011 2016 
Population 6,036 6,593 7,111 7,200 

Source: Aberdeenshire Council  Small Area Population Estimates and Forecasts 2007 
(www.aberdeenshire.gov.uk/statistics) 

 
1.4 Bancon Homes have commissioned David Wilson Associates to prepare a 

landscape capacity study focusing on the northern expansion opportunities. 
This has been prepared with regard to the review of Aberdeen City and Shire 
Structure Plan currently underway and also with an opportunity to contribute to 
the forthcoming new Local Development Plan. 

 
1.5 The goal of this study is to identify the limits and opportunities for development 

in this area, and set out an optimal structure for the potential expansion. 
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2. METHODOLOGY 

2.1. Designation of the potential expansion area was based on a draft framework 
provided by Bancon Developments, showing the areas the landowners were 
prepared to release, and consequently the possible directions of development. 
The existing settlement boundary (as shown in the Local Plan) provides the 
southern edge of this area (see L1). It extends to the dismantled railway line to 
the west, and to a country road to the northwest. The A980 is the boundary for 
a short section, then the edge of the Loch of Leys wetland area. The boundary 
is not so obvious to the northeast, where it is marked by the woodland edges, 
connected with some field boundaries. Nevertheless, the scope of the study 
extends beyond this contour, including the relevant neighbouring areas if 
necessary. 

 
2.2. In order to establish the setting into which the new development should blend, 

the report starts with a description of the Landscape Character of the area. 
This is examined in relation to the "South and Central Aberdeenshire: 
landscape character assessment", prepared by the Environmental Resources 
Management in 1998.  This document sets out the officially accepted 
description of the character of the area.  Its guidelines for development within 
this landscape character type are taken into consideration. 

 
2.3. Following this, the existing urban pattern is introduced, starting with a brief 

historical overview. Main settlement units and their relation to the natural 
features and the road network are also described, along with the character of 
the present settlement edges. 

 
2.4. The potential expansion area is introduced in a general overview. The main 

landscape character units identified here are then described in detail. 
 
2.5. The use of the site is governed primarily by the policies of both the extant and 

emerging Structure Plan and the Local Plan.  These are considered in detail, 
and the appropriate ones listed, and their relationship to the potential 
development discussed. 

 
2.6. The next chapter provides an analysis of the existing visual character of both 

the town and the expansion area. This is supported by pictures showing some 
characteristic views of the town. 

 
2.7. Having assembled all the relevant information, the landscape capacity of the 

potential expansion area is then determined in three steps. First, areas that 
are inevitably not suitable for any type of urban development are identified and 
excluded. Then, the rest of the area is assessed against several criteria in 
order to identify areas that are less favourable for development from that 
certain aspect. The overall result of this helps to identify the sites that are the 
most suitable for development. (This process is explained in detail in the 

course of the assessment.) Finally, the potential visual impact of development 
on the most suitable areas is looked at through the determination of the Visual 
Envelopes of the sites.  The Visual Envelope (envelope of landscape from 
which any development on the site will be seen) is established using the 
KeyTERRA-FIRMA modelling programme. 

 
2.8. Based on the result of the assessment, the study includes an outline layout 

proposal for the potential expansion. This is explained and the most important 
considerations for the landscape character units described in the last chapter. 

 
2.9. Since there is no official methodology for landscape capacity assessment, the 

study is based on the recommendations of “Guidelines for Landscape and 
Visual Impact Assessment” published by the Landscape Institute in 
conjunction with the Institute of Environmental Management and Assessment, 
applying them to this situation with a more comprehensive context. Results of 
similar studies have also been taken into consideration. 

 
2.10. The study also takes into account the relevant national planning policies 

including Scottish Planning Policy 21 ‘Green Belts’, Scottish Planning Policy 
Guideline 3 ‘Planning for Housing’ and Planning Advice Notes 44 ‘Fitting New 
Housing Development into Landscape’, 55 ‘Planning in Small Towns’, 65 
‘Planning and Open Space’ and 72 ‘Housing in the Countryside’. 

 
2.11. The assessment is based primarily on the landscape and visual considerations 

(and also related to environmental sustainability). Other planning issues (such 
as distances to individual public services, development costs of public utilities 
etc.) should be considered at a later stage, when the exact nature of 
development will be specified within the designated areas. Although the study 
focuses primarily on residential development, other potentials have also been 
taken into consideration. 

 
2.12. There has not been a separate ecological or tree survey prepared, but the 

character of the vegetation and limiting ecological features have been 
identified during the site survey. 

 
2.13. The relevant Ordnance Survey Explorer map and an extract of the local plan 

were used to prepare the layouts. In addition to the various printed and 
electronic sources of information detailed amongst the references, the study 
was based on site visits in July and August 2008. 
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3. LANDSCAPE CHARACTER 

3.1 The aim of this chapter is to identify the main landscape character that is the 
setting of Banchory and its potential expansion.  This is based primarily on the 
"South and Central Aberdeenshire: landscape character assessment" report, 
prepared by the Environmental Resources Management in 1998. However, 
since this study focuses on Banchory in more detail, this was complemented 
with further additions from the site visits and other sources. 

 
3.2 Banchory sits upon the northern bank of the River Dee, opposite the influx of 

the Water of Feugh. The river valley is enclosed by the Grampian Foothills to 
the north and the upland mass of the Mounth to the south. On the northern 
bank, above the narrow floodplain, the valley floor is relatively wide, gradually 
ascending towards the ridge of Banchory Hill that is a lower longitudinal hill 
parallel to the river, with its highest points rising up to 119m. The settlement 
mostly occupies the southern slopes. South of the river, there are also some 
higher hilltops. (See drawing no. L1.) 

 
3.3 The River Dee and the Water of Feugh dominate the drainage pattern of the 

landscape. Their catchment area is divided by the hills of Blackhall Forest. 
While the River Dee shows a middle section character, the Water of Feugh 
has a rocky riverbed with higher gradient near Banchory. 

 
3.4 The granite masses of the upland are covered by peat, while the alluvium of 

mostly light-coloured scanty clay, sand and gravel, support more fertile soils at 
the lower valley floors. 

 
3.5 The Report classifies the area as ‘Straths and Valleys Landscape Character 

Type’ where “the river and its valley are the most crucial influence on landscape 
character.” (p. 112) Soils of the straths support sizeable agricultural lands 
dissected by patches of mature woodland belts. The hillsides are mostly 
covered by relatively young coniferous woodlands. 

 
3.6 The special topography and the vegetation provide a beneficial climate to the 

area, with an “unusually mild” winter (www.banchory.org). This has been 
recognized for a long time:  

 “The greater part of this parish having a southern aspect, and being well 
protected on the north by the Hill of Fare, and in other directions by lesser 
ridges, as well as generally sheltered with abundance of wood, possesses a 
mild, and, on the whole, salubrious climate.” (New Statistical Account of 
Scotland, 1845. p. 327) 

 
3.7 As a natural channel of communication from the coast into the heart of the 

Grampians, the Dee Valley has historically been densely settled. Travelling 
from Aberdeen City, west along the A93, it is very noticeable that the River 

Dee provides the southern boundary to built development from Garthdee, past 
Peterculter to Banchory, Aboyne and Ballater until the road crosses the Dee 
just east of Braemar. 

 
3.8 Built development is mainly concentrated north of the river in Banchory, the 

settlement edges of which are softened by the surrounding woodlands. Outwith 
the settlement, the lower grounds are occupied by scattered estates, and 
agricultural farms. 

 
3.9 The landscape provides varied opportunities for tourism activities. The nearby 

Bridge of Feugh and Crathes Castle are popular tourism destinations. The 
Scolty Woodland to the southwest has four waymarked walks, while the 
country road leading to Blackhall Research Station is a designated cycle trail. 
Banchory and Inchmarlo Golf Courses, Raemoir Trout Fishery and the Milton 
of Crathes Craft Village provide additional pastime opportunities for the visitor. 

 
3.10 While the forested hillsides provide a frame of solid dark green, the 

appearance of the valleys is more varied.  

 “It is a landscape of rich colours and shadows, where contained views are 
drawn to details of woodland, water and architecture and occasional distant 
glimpses of moorland ridges.” (p. 116) 

 
3.11 The town and its surrounding has still preserved something of the scenery 

introduced by the excellent description of the area of the parish of Banchory-
Ternan in ‘The New Statistical Account of Scotland’ from 1845: 

 “A surface possessed of such variety of outline, and such an extent of wood 
and water, abounds, as might be expected, in picturesque beauty. Upwards of 
twelve mansion-houses and villas, and a neatly built and prettily situated 
village, together with numerous farm cottages, tend greatly to embellish its 
scenery, while a large proportion of trees being evergreen, enables it to retain 
much of its interest even at the dullest season of the year. The waters of the 
Feugh and Dee, with their bridges and back-grounds, as seen especially from 
Banchory Lodge, opposite to the point of their junction; the banks of the Dee 
and the distant Grampians from Hillhead of Tilwhilly; and Crathes Castle, 
Blackhall, and Inchmarlo from the high road, particularly attract the notice of 
strangers; but the lover of scenery will here find much besides to gratify him, 
both in single detached views, and in more combined extensive prospects. 
Some of them will interest him by their soft and faultless loveliness, and a few 
by a rich, harmonious, and elevated beauty, approaching the sublime. But 
such scenery is confined chiefly to a mile or two on each side the river. 
Beyond this, many bare and uncultivated spots, and a broad margin of 
moorlands, contrast strongly, especially in summer, with the green and shady 
banks, along which the Dee, bright as silver, is seen to glide.” (p. 326–327). 
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Conclusions 
 
3.12 The key characteristics which relate to the study area and its setting include: 

�  richly wooded landscape of the hillsides; 
�  pockets of agricultural landscape along the river valleys; 
�  development is centred upon the terrace and hillsides north of the river; 
�  scattered estates and farms around the settlement; 
�  beneficial climate, with mild winters; 
�  varied recreational opportunities. 

 
3.13 The main concerns regarding the protection of the landscape in relation to this 

development are (p. 117): 

�  “The wooded river valley is sensitive to development which may cause 
woodland loss or replacement of the diverse mixed woodland by coniferous 
forest. 

�  The settings of castles and estates are vulnerable to change; landscape 
features such as policy woodlands, shelterbelts, parkland, boundary walls 
and gatehouses are sensitive features. 

�  Pressure from recreation affects specific points of access, such as Potarch 
and Banchory. 

�  Built development pressures may result in loss of settlement shape and 
character. 

�  Road improvements within a confined corridor may have significant impact.” 
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4. EXISTING URBAN PATTERN 

Historical development 
 
4.1 Banchory’s history dates back to the fifth century AD when a Christian College 

was founded by St Ternan on the banks of the River Dee, close to the present 
day graveyard. Until 1800 it was a small rural village, extending up the hill 
towards the East Church and around what is now Raemoir Road. 
(www.banchory.org) 

 
4.2 “The 19th century brought considerable changes to Banchory. The coming of 

the first toll roads saw the extension of the village west to form New Banchory 
and the present High Street.” (www.banchory.org) 

 
4.3 The area along the improved road to Aberdeen, north of the present High 

Street, was an ideal location for wealthy professionals who built large homes 
in Station Road, Watson Street and Ramsay Road, with wonderful views 
across the valley. (www.banchory.org) 

 
4.4 The coming of the railway from Aberdeen in 1853 stimulated a further growth 

of the town (www.banchory.org). According to the historical maps (www.old-
maps.co.uk), at the end of the 19th century most of the development in 
Banchory was centred at the junction where the road across the Bridge of Dee 
reaches the main road running parallel to the river. Further east, around the 
railway station, the older unit of the settlement was still separated. Further 
north, the land was occupied by agricultural areas with scattered farms and 
cottages, while the Hill of Banchory and the western outskirts were covered by 
woodlands. 

 
4.5 From the beginning of the 20th century the two parts of the settlement have 

grown together and houses appeared on higher grounds of the hillsides. 
However, it is only since the second half of the 20th century that the settlement 
creeps up and beyond the ridge, framing the traditional riverside town with 
extensive areas of modern neighbourhoods. 

 
4.6 There has also been pressure to develop south of the river. However, this has 

been resisted so far in order to preserve the development pattern characteristic to 
this region of Aberdeenshire (see 3.7). 

 
 
Structure 
 
4.7 The town is centred on the High Street, just west of the road coming from the 

Bridge of Dee. This is where most of the retail units and services are located. 
Secondary centres include the old core of the settlement around Somerfield 

supermarket and the newly evolving neighbourhood centre at the Hill of 
Banchory area. 

 
4.8 The main core of the town is surrounded by residential areas extending in a 

wide band across the south facing hillsides. New development occurs mostly 
at the northern verge of the settlement. The most recent development has 
been at Hill of Banchory where there is a mixed use community development 
including residential and business land, a new primary school, community 
centre, and planned neighbourhood shopping area. There are development 
proposals around the Woodend Barn Arts Centre, to the east of the existing 
settlement boundary. These include a park and ride area, church, sports 
grounds and an eco-village. 

 
4.9 Due to the densely built character of the town, public green spaces are rather 

separated, without proper pedestrian links. The new development at the Hill of 
Banchory, has tackled this issue more positively: allowing space for both 
leisure grounds and pedestrian corridors as part of the Proposed Core Paths 
network. 

 
 
Relation to natural features 
 
4.10 The River Dee is a key feature in the development of the town that is 

structured along its banks. Although there have been small farm units and 
related developments on the south bank, major development, in common with 
the other towns of the region, have been restricted to the north riverbank. The 
lower river terrace has been relatively well preserved from developments, thus 
providing a green verge to the settlement. 

 
4.11 The landform is also significant in relation to the location of the settlement. For 

a long time in history, it had provided the frame of the settlement which had its 
houses on the lower slopes of the Hill of Banchory, facing south. However, 
since the built area reached the ridges and went beyond, this character is not 
as strong. (See the relation of the settlement to the topography on L2.) 

 
 
Road network 
 
4.12 In the case of the road network, the change of epochs may also be observed. 

The main road to Aberdeen runs along the river. While historically the roads 
were aligned to this (and thus the contour lines as well), the new 
developments provided more irregular roads and changed this tradition. 
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4.13 
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A basic problem of the road network is that it was established to meet the 
needs of a small town. With the growth of the settlement problems occurred at 
some sections of the network. This is especially true for the town centre which 
it is not possible to convert to a lively community space in a sustainable 
manner with the A93 through traffic going across it. 

 
Settlement edges 
 
4.14 With the River Dee to the south and extensive woodland areas to the north, 

the settlement has the advantage of being surrounded by natural (semi-
natural) edges. The woodlands to the northwest and northeast of the 
settlement centre are important buffers and provide extensive green spaces. 
Despite significant woodland areas being retained, the ongoing approved 
development at the Hill of Banchory will reduce the overall tree cover. 

 
 
Conclusions 
 
4.15 The traditional character of the town, based on a pattern aligned to the river 

and the hillside, has partly been lost by later developments, and the area of 
the surrounding woodlands has also been reduced. Future development plans 
should consider these issues carefully, in order to pay more respect to these 
natural features. 
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5. POTENTIAL EXPANSION AREA 

5.1 The potential expansion area is located generally north of the ridge which runs 
from the Hill of Banchory in the east (sitting at circa 75m) to Silver Craig 
(119m) to the west (some parts to the west sit right upon the ridge). This area 
is shaped as a shallow valley descending slightly towards the east. The axis of 
this valley is marked by the Burn of Bennie that, having collected the waters of 
the area, runs into the Dee. (See drawing no. L2.) 

 
5.2 The character of the landscape is different at the two sides of the A980 road. 

The western part is dominated by woodlands, with only smaller patches of 
other land uses. The eastern part is more varied, with the wetland of the Loch 
of Leys and the large agricultural fields dissected by farms and wooden belts. 
The following paragraphs provide a description of the local landscape 
character units (see L3) in detail. 

 
 
Crowsnest landfill site  
 
5.3 Crowsnest is the site where municipal 

solid-waste collected in the south of 
Aberdeenshire is disposed. The 
closure of the site is near (September 
2009), disposal will continue until the 
final agreed contours are reached. The 
southern part of the landfill (phase one) 
has already been restored, and a 
recycling centre located here (see 
picture). (www.aberdeenshire.gov.uk) 

 
 
Glen o’ Dee Hospital 
 
5.4 The first sanatorium to be built in Scotland was located here owing mostly to 

the beneficial climate. The category ‘A’ listed timber-built Edwardian building 
from 1900–01, originally called Nordrach on Dee, was modelled on the 
Bavarian Sanatorium at Nordrach. (hsewsf.sedsh.gov.uk) 

 
5.5 Following the First World War, demand dropped as TB began to be 

successfully treated, and the sanatorium closed its doors in 1928. In 1934 it 
was re-opened as the "Glen o' Dee" luxury hotel. (www.royal-deeside.org.uk) 

 
5.6 During the Second World War the hotel was requisitioned as a billet for troops. 

Following the war, the Scottish Red Cross bought the buildings for use again 
as a sanatorium. In 1955 it became a National Health Service convalescent 
hospital, known as the Glen o' Dee Hospital. (www.banchory.org) 

5.7 In 1990 a new hospital unit was constructed close by (www.banchory.org). 
The original building was closed and has become neglected. Forbes Homes 
has bought the building recently and plans to turn it into residential property 
(www.royal-deeside.org.uk). 

 
 
Loch of Leys 
 
5.8 The Loch of Leys was drained in 1850, 

and now it is a wetland habitat in the 
middle of fields (see picture) without 
permanent water surface. There is a 
crannog within the area that is a 
Scheduled Ancient Monument. Once it 
had on it a three-roomed house that 
seems to have been in use in the 14th 
century and may have been 
abandoned around the 16th century. 
(hsewsf.sedsh.gov.uk). 

 
 
Raemoir Trout Fishery 
 
5.9 Raemoir Trout Fishery was constructed 

as a private fishery and as a single 
loch of 2 acres in 1995. Over the next 2 
years a further 2 lochs were added, 
and it was opened in 1997 as a public 
trout fishery. The 3 lochs now make a 
water surface of 6 acres within the 11 
acre site. The lochs are interconnected 
and fed by the Burn of Bennie. 
(www.elbonsolutions.com/fish) 

 
 
Woodlands 
 
5.10 Historical maps show an evidence of the presence of woodlands in the area 

already in the 19th century (www.old-maps.co.uk). The New Statistical Account 
of Scotland from 1845 also describes them as mostly planted “during the last 
seventy years” that is in the first half of the 19th century. 
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5.11 
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The woodlands are mostly monoculture coniferous plantations. The major part 
of them is located at the northwest. There is also some to the northeast, at the 
Hill of Banchory area. According to the relevant map of Soil Survey of 
Scotland, the areas covered by woodlands mostly belong to the Class 41 and 
42, ‘Land capable of producing a narrow range of crops’. 

 
5.12 The woodlands of Glen o’ Dee and Brathens area contain clearance cairns 

(www.aberdeenshire.gov.uk/archaeology/smr). 
 
 
Agricultural land 
 
5.13 The agricultural areas are mainly located to the eastern part of the area. The 

tradition of crofting in smallholdings (18–20th century) may still be observed in 
the pattern of the landscape, and around Lochton of Leys there are also some 
rectilinear fields from 18–19th century. The Historic Land-use Assessment 
Data for Scotland shows only a few amalgamated fields from later periods. 

 
5.14 According to the relevant map of Soil Survey of Scotland, the agricultural land 

belongs mostly to Class 32 ‘Land capable of producing a moderate range of crops’. 

 
 
Burn of Bennie 
 
5.15 The burn has been regulated, and it was also used to drain the Loch of Leys. 

However, along its section across the Loch of Leys area it maintains important 
natural habitats. A short section of the burn right before the influx and outside 
the potential expansion area belongs to the River Dee SAC. 

 
 
Conclusions 
 
5.16 The potential expansion area has two characteristic parts: the western 

dominated by woodland and the eastern by agricultural land. Both of them 
have historical interest. There are also some other land uses that impose 
constraints to the urban development. 
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6. PLANNING CONTEXT 

6.1 In this chapter, policies of the Approved Aberdeen & Aberdeenshire Structure 
Plan and the Aberdeenshire Local Plan for the area are highlighted, which 
have a relevance to this Landscape Capacity Study. Designations regarding 
natural or cultural heritage are also included here. 

 
6.2 The Structure Plan strategy aims at sustainable use of resources. “Thus the 

core objectives are to focus future development on existing settlements, and to 
reduce both the need to travel and the environmental cost of travelling.” (p. 11) 
This should be achieved through locating “homes, jobs and services in scale 
with each other and with the role and function of each settlement.” (p.12) 
Promotion of environmentally friendly forms of transport (walking, cycling, 
buses and rail) is also set as a priority. 

 
6.3 The strategy focuses future development on the main settlements located in 

the development corridors, according to their role in the hierarchy. Banchory is 
identified in the plan as a key service centre of the area. 

 
6.4 Revision of the plan is currently underway. In the new Draft Structure Plan, 

Banchory is outwith the Strategic Growth Areas, as an area of Local Growth & 
Diversification. 

 
6.5 According to the housing policies of the Local Plan, new development in 

principle will be allowed on land allocated for housing, employment or other 
specified purposes. The designated development areas are at the northern 
and northeast edges of the settlement. However, since the new Draft Structure 
Plan predicts further growth of population, there seems to be a demand for 
additional allocations by the subsequent modification of the Local Plan. 

 
6.6 Local Plan Policies Gen1 and 2 include the general requirements on 

development regarding landscape and visual impacts: 

“Development will be assessed against sustainability indicators that relate to 
the local environment, community and economy, demonstrated by whether the 
proposal: 

a)  is concerned with the long term sustainable use and management of 
land; 

b)  is well related to existing settlements and avoids dispersed patterns of 
development; 

c)  reduces the need to travel using private cars, by being close to existing 
public transport or allowing safe, easy access by walking and cycling; 

d)  protects or enhances any valuable natural resources, including 
landscapes and wildlife habitats or species; 

e)  does not damage built or cultural heritage resources; 

f)  does not impact negatively on the character, including landscape 
character, environment or amenity of the surrounding area; 

g)  makes full use of design and technology to maximise the efficient use of 
energy and resources, and minimise light pollution; 

h)  does not prejudice future development opportunities nor create a 
precedent for inappropriate future development patterns; 
…” (Policy Gen1, ‘Sustainability Principles’, p. 88) 

“New development will be approved, in principle, if: 

a)  it can be laid out to fit successfully into the site itself and respect the 
character and amenity of the surrounding area; 

b)  its scale, massing, height and density are appropriate, whilst displaying a 
high standard of design, materials, textures and colours that are sensitive 
to the surrounding area; 

c)  it respects existing natural and built features on or about the site which 
are worthy of retention; 

d)  it respects the characteristics of the landscape in which it will be situated; 
e)  it has an environment friendly layout, particularly taking account of 

energy efficiency; 
f)  it respects important public views; 
g)  it is a bona fide mixed use development where appropriate; 
h)  ‘lifetime standards’ are adopted by the developer; AND 
i)  it conforms to Appendix 1.” 

(Policy Gen2, ‘The Layout, Siting & Design of New Development’, p. 90) 

Appendix 1 mentioned above provides detailed requirements on the character 
of the development. These should also be taken into consideration. 

 
6.7 Large areas of this part of the County have local designation as Areas of 

Landscape Significance. The study area is also included within this 
designation. According to Local Plan Policy Env5B, ‘Areas of Landscape 
Significance’, development “within or adjacent to an Area of Landscape 
Significance will not be permitted where its scale, location or design will 
detract from the quality or character of the landscape, either in part or as a 
whole. … ” (p. 16) 

 
6.8 The potential expansion area includes extensive woodlands, therefore Local 

Plan Policy Env8, ‘Trees and Woodlands’ is also relevant here: 

“Development that would cause the loss of, or serious damage to, trees or 
woodlands, which are EITHER covered by an existing or proposed Tree 
Preservation Order OR of significant ecological, recreational, historical, shelter 
or landscape value, will be refused unless: 
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a)  its public benefits at the local level clearly outweigh the value of the 
habitat; 

b)  the development will be sited and designed to minimise adverse impacts 
on the biodiversity of the site, including its environmental quality, 
ecological status and viability; 

c)  there will be no further fragmentation or isolation of habitats as a result of 
the development; AND 

d)  the development incorporates satisfactory measures to replace and/or 
enhance existing trees and woodlands.” (p. 20) 

 
6.9 Local Plan Policy Env11 ‘Agricultural Land’ is also important to mention with 

regard to the present use of the area: 

“Development that would cause the permanent loss of productive agricultural 
land will be refused unless it has been allocated for development in the Plan or 
the developer demonstrates: 

a) its social or economic benefit clearly outweighs the agricultural value of the 
site; AND 

b) there is no suitable alternative site for the development. 

Where the agricultural classification of the land is in question the developer 
must demonstrate its quality.” (p. 23) 

The best soils of the area belong to Class 32 which (as it is set out in the 
reasoned justification) is not particularly protected by the relevant Local Plan 
Policy Env11. 

 
 
Conclusions 
 
6.10 Development of the potential expansion area could contradict existing Local 

Plan Policies Env5B, Env8. However, the precedent which has been set at the 
Hill of Banchory Development demonstrates that these policies are not over-
riding considerations.  In addition, development elsewhere in the Banchory 
area would also be in contravention of these policies.  The demand for 
additional housing has been established through the new Structure Plan 
review, and it is now necessary for Aberdeenshire Council to decide where 
this development should go, with the least detrimental impact. 
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7. VISUAL ANALYSIS 

Appearance of the settlement 
 

 
7.1 Due to the vast presence of woodlands around the settlement, there are only a 

few places on the southern bank of the River Dee from where almost the 
complete settlement appears. These are especially the bare hilltop of Scolty 
Hill (see the view on the picture above) and some of the open pastures and 
arable land exposed towards this direction. 

 

 
7.2 The river, the hills and the woodlands provide the basic framework for the 

settlement. However, the western and the eastern edges are not easy to 
identify, since there are some outer settlement units and several adjacent 
individual estates appearing here. The northern edge is in a process of 
transition. The built areas have crept over the ridge, and those at the Hill of 
Banchory area are already possible to see from higher grounds to the north on 
the Hill of Fare (see the picture above). 
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7.3 Viewing from lower grounds opposite the settlement (from the south), it is still 
the silhouettes of trees that dominate the skyline (see the picture at the bottom 
of the previous page). However this feature is vulnerable. Taking a closer view 
from the north, the transparency of the thin treebelt is apparent (see the 
picture below prepared at Drumshalloch Croft). 

 
7.4 Arriving at Banchory along the main incoming roads, the edges of settlement 

are not so obvious. This is partly due to the green edges described above, and 
also to the scattered farms and estates surrounding the town, which provide 
continuous transition. 

 
7.5 Regarding townscape, the historic core of the settlement dating back mainly to 

the mid-nineteenth century has many examples of fine architecture. Some of 
the older residential areas are well integrated into the landscape with their 
mature vegetation, while architectural elements appear to be more dominant in 
the later periods. However, in case of the latest developments at the Hill of 
Banchory more greenery was retained again. 

 
 
Appearance of the potential expansion area 
 
7.6 Sitting on the northern hillsides and beyond, most of this area is visually still 

separated from the present settlement by the ridge and some woodland belts. 
However, this is not true for the areas around Upper Lochton, where the verge 
along the present settlement boundary is closely related to the urban area. 
Distant views are available from the Hill of Fare to the north. The western and 
eastern parts show different character. 

 

7.7 Covered mostly by woodlands, the western part is more homogenous, and 
hardly provides any long range views. Darker shades of green dominate, and 
provide contrast at the edges with adjacent grasslands and shrublands. 

 
7.8 The eastern part with the Loch of Leys and the agricultural land has a much 

more open character, where the rolling landforms are easy to observe, 
although the views are still constrained by woodland belts. The landscape is 
enriched by scattered farmhouses and the edges of drystone dykes and 
woodland belts. The agricultural area shows a traditional pattern, where the 
road follows the edge of irregularly shaped fields. 

 
7.9 Since the main direction of the 

development of the town is to the 
north, this area changes dynamically, 
and there is a lack of a well 
established settlement edge. 
Approaching the settlement along the 
A 980 road, the Loch of Leys with the 
agricultural fields in the background 
and the woodlands provide a 
spectacular view. At the arrival, 
however, the transition to the built 
areas is very heterogeneous including some neglected elements (sheds and 
fences), and does not provide a pleasant sense of arrival (see picture of the 
approach along the Raemoir Road). 

 
 
Conclusions 
 
7.10 The hill and the woodlands set a framework for Banchory. Sitting on the 

northern hillsides and beyond, most of the potential expansion area is visually 
still separated from the settlement. The western part of this has a woodland 
character, while more varied agricultural land dominates the eastern part. 

 
7.11 There is no well designed and established settlement edge. 
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8. LANDSCAPE CAPACITY ASSESSMENT 

8.1 This assessment is carried out in three phases. First, those areas are listed 
which should be excluded from the development for some reason. In the 
second step, the rest of the area is assessed against several criteria. These 
include consideration of the sensitivity of the landscape which make 
development at certain locations less acceptable. Finally, visual impacts are 
assessed separately for the areas that have achieved the highest values for a 
potential development. 

 
 
Exclusions 
 
8.2 The Crowsnest Landfill site  should be excluded with a buffer zone 

designated around for health and safety reasons. accepting that the site will 
probably be closed and restored by the time of the future developments, a 
100m zone will be sufficient. 

 
8.3 Although there is no present designation of the site, the drained loch  is a 

valuable wetland which should be preserved. A minimum of 100m buffer zone 
excluding any developments should also be designated here. 

 
8.4 The Burn of Bennie  and other smaller streams  should have a buffer zone of 

at least 10m at both sides. 
 
8.5 As it was explained in the previous chapter, the general topography has a 

great significance regarding character of the landscape and townscape. The 
ridge  of the Hill of Banchory marks an important area that should be avoided. 
In order to preserve it, and also with regard to ecological considerations, a 
200m wide zone should be designated along it. (See figure below for the areas 
excluded.) 

Landscape considerations 
 
8.6 The gradient  of the slope is an important environmental consideration, since 

the lower gradient means less earth moving. This is also important regarding 
construction costs. Slopes above a gradient of 20 % (one in five) are regarded 
as less advantageous (see figure below). 

 

 
8.7 Generally speaking, development should be steered toward land of lower 

quality. However, the best soils of the area belong to Class 32 which (as it is 
set out in the reasoned justification) is not particularly protected by the relevant 
Local Plan Policy Env11. Soil quality  therefore does not represent a policy 
constraint. 

 
8.8 As described in chapter 3, the climatic conditions  of the area are generally 

advantageous. There are no significant differences within the potential 
expansion area. Though the northeast slopes of Hill of Banchory with their 
open fields may be more exposed to the winds, it is possible to mitigate this 
with new plantations. The area around the Loch of Leys may be more 
susceptible for fogs, but it has been excluded otherwise. 

 
8.9 The whole expansion area is included within an Area of Landscape 

Significance (see figure next page). Although this is not a basis for any 
differentiation within the area, it is important to be included when assessing 
landscape capacity. 
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8.10 Although it does not completely exclude it, Local Plan Policy Env8 severely 

restricts developments affecting woodland areas . Coniferous plantations in 
the area have been present here for about 200 years. They have an important 
ecological and visual role, and they also provide climatic and recreational 
benefits. Altogether these are strong arguments against further reduction or 
splitting up of their area. Therefore this criterion is weighted with a double 
value in the course of assessment. Although only major woodlands have been 
taken into consideration (see figure below), protection of minor ones and 
individual mature trees is also important. 

 

 
8.11 The distance from the settlement centres  is a complex criterion including 

several considerations. Generally speaking, along with the Structure Plan 
strategy, it aims at a sustainable use of resources by reducing the distance 
between residential areas and local services. Thus, the more distant areas are 
less favourable for development. Although the real distance may vary by the 
length and possible speed of access routes, this was simplified in the model 

using concentric circles at 500m distances from the town centre and at 100m 
from the secondary centres (see figure below). This criterion is also related to 
visual considerations, aiming at a compact settlement form. 

 

 
8.12 Combining the multiple layers described above, the most favourable areas 

appear with lighter colour. Distance from the settlement centre was not added 
with shaded layer, but it was also taken into consideration (see L4). Based on 
this result, three potential development sites were designated for the purposes 
of further assessment. Site 1 is located to the northwest, around Upper 
Lochton. Site 2 sits at the northern settlement edge around Lochton of Leys. 
Less obvious, but it is possible to designate Site 3 at the northeast, between 
West Lodge and Drumshalloch Croft.) 

 
 
Visual impacts 
 
8.13 In this section visual aspects of the three potential development sites 

designated above are assessed. Visual envelopes are set and compared. 
(Visual envelope is the parcel of land from which the developments would be 
seen without mitigation.) Since there is no actual development proposal yet, 
visual impacts are not assessed in detail; only the possible change of 
landscape character is discussed. 

 
8.14 The visual envelope has been established through ground model analysis 

using KTF 6.7 software produced by Key TERRA-FIRMA Ltd and 
topographical Land-Form PROFILE data supplied by Ordnance Survey.  The 
‘Zones of Visual Influence’ output data (drawing no. L5) show the areas from 
which the developed sites could be seen based on the topography of the 
landscape, with the larger areas of woodland superimposed as visual barriers 
at a generic height of 15m.  The supposed height of development is taken to  
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be 8m from ground level.  It takes no account of physical visual barriers such 
as individual houses or buildings and smaller tree cover.  These can be added 
to the analysis but are too numerous and varied to be included accurately.  
Elements from which the sites could be seen from are referred to as visual 
receptors. 

 
8.15 Regarding distant receptors, visual envelopes of Site 1  and Site 2 look very 

similar. The Craig of Affrusk to the southeast and the Hill of Brathens to the 
northwest are less frequented and mostly wooded, with only a few open 
spaces to take a view. The Hill of Fare and Scolty Hill are more popular for 
hikers, the latter providing a complete view of the settlement. The main 
difference is that Site 1 is currently better hidden from the north by the existing 
woodlands. 

 
8.16 Regarding low range receptors, Site 1 sits near the busy Raemoir Road. The 

residential buildings of Upper Lochton are also sensitive ones, recently sitting 
in the middle of open spaces. The same relates to some farm houses at Site 
2, though the number of receptors (potential viewers) is much less here. This 
site would also have an impact on the Loch of Leys area, the nearby Trout 
Fishery and the lower traffic road crossing here. Mitigation in these cases is 
possible by providing woodland belts. 

 
8.17 The southeast part of Site 3  would have the major visual impact. The visual 

envelope extends to sizeable areas at the southern bank of the River Dee. Not 
only are the hilltops included, but also significant areas of farmlands and 
country roads. Development on higher grounds here may also have impacts 
on residential areas of Banchory, although there are screening tree belts from 
this direction. Due to the exposition of the site, these impacts are not possible 
to reduce significantly. Therefore this location should be regarded as visually 
highly sensitive; while in the case of the northwest part the visual envelope is 
much more constrained by the topography and the surrounding woodlands. 
Low range receptors include a few farms of the area and the Saint Machar 
Crescent connecting the area to the A93. Mitigation in their case is possible by 
woodland belts. 

 
8.18 If the sites were developed, the character of the landscape would be affected 

through the change of land use. This is considered as locally negative, since 
areas designated presently as countryside would be lost. Mitigation is possible 
to some extent by preserving the former pattern of the land use or screening 
the new development where possible. 

 
8.19 The impact on the landscape character is the least in case of Site 1 , since this 

area presently does not have a characteristic land use, and is relatively well 
surrounded by woodlands. Sites 2  and 3 have historically been agricultural 
areas and northern parts of them are near to the Loch of Leys area, so the 
impact of the change would be more significant in their case. 

 
Conclusions 
 
8.20 Through the exclusion of unsuitable areas and assessment of the rest against 

several criteria related to landscape sensitivity, three potential development 
sites have been designated. 

 
8.21 Site 1 is expected to have the modest impact on the least range of receptors, 

owing especially to the surrounding woodlands. 
 
8.22 Site 2 has a similar visual envelope, though it is currently less screened. 

Nevertheless, the impact on the landscape character would be more 
significant. 

 
8.23 Due to its excellent location in the proximity of the A93 road, Site 3  is likely to 

face a significant development pressure. However, since the southeast part of 
this area is visually highly sensitive and complete mitigation would not be 
possible, any major development (such as large commercial buildings and 
extensive car parking areas) should be avoided or located and screened with 
particular care. 
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9. PROPOSED DEVELOPMENT AREAS 

9.1 The study has resulted in the designation of sites that are the most suitable for 
future development. However, the assessment of visual impacts has also 
shown that such development could be possible only with significant 
constraints. This chapter outlines a structural framework for the potential 
development of the sites, dealing also with some important related issues like 
the provision of access roads. Additional recommendations on the land use of 
the potential expansion area have also been included. 

 
9.2 Although the Structure Plan aims at focusing future development on existing 

settlements, it is obvious that this cannot continue forever. In order to preserve 
a landscape character that is more or less in sympathy with the pattern of 
traditional Aberdeenshire towns, there is a need to designate an agreed final 
boundary for Banchory. 

 
9.3 This boundary should be set with regard to the future appearance of the 

settlement as seen from the surrounding viewpoints, respecting the landscape 
character as much as possible. Therefore the proposed layout tries to follow 
existing boundaries, so that the new land use appears within a preserved 
pattern of the landscape. (See drawing no. L6) 

 
9.4 The character of the landscape clearly defines the potential final settlement 

boundary in most directions. However, this is not so obvious to the east, where 
there are not existing edges to provide a distinct barrier. Nevertheless, it is 
important to set a limit here as well; otherwise it would be hard to stop the 
growth into this direction. 

 
9.5 The 8m height for developments was used for the modelling. Higher buildings 

could significantly increase the visual envelopes at certain locations. 
Therefore, if there was a need to increase this limit, this should be justified by 
further detailed series of visual envelope assessments. 

 
 
Site 1 
 
9.6 Owing to its beneficial surrounding, provided basically by the enclosing 

woodlands, this site has the least limitations regarding the density of future 
residential development. 

 
 
Site 2 
 
9.7 In order to avoid views of a suburban-like residential development 

unsympathetic to this location of rural character, low density, exclusive 
developments are proposed here. The architectural style should also respect 

this character. The SEPA Indicative River & Coastal Flood Map shows part of 
the area at risk. This needs to be checked, and flood defence measures taken 
if necessary. 

 
 
Site 3 
 
9.8 This area is the most suitable for the extension of the existing business park 

being in proximity to it. However, constraints at the northwest and the 
southeast ends are different. 

 
9.9 The existing woodland provides a backdrop to the northwest part of this area, 

and with some additional screen planting mitigation of the visual impacts 
would be possible. 

 
9.10 The situation on the southern half of Site 3 is more difficult. Although this 

location is visually highly sensitive, new development proposals have already 
been put forward (see in Chapter 4). Therefore it is important to keep these to 
a moderate scale as much as possible, and provide both woodland belts and 
rich internal planting in order to mitigate the impacts. 

 
9.11 The total area of the development is approximately as shown below: 
 

 Residential Community /  
commercial 

Green space 

Site 1    238,000        23,000 
Site 2    162,000        57,000 
Site 3    126,000   177,000    36,000 
Total    526,000m 2   177,000 m2  116,000 m2 

 
9.12 These developments are recommended to be made along with some new 

woodland plantations. The aim of these is to provide a buffer along the Loch of 
Leys and the burns, and reduce the visual impact of the developments. It is 
also important to increase the width of the woodland belt at the southern edge 
of the area, in order to preserve the skyline of trees above the settlement as 
seen from the south. 

 
 
Open spaces 
 
9.13 A major green space is designated in the centre of the proposed development 

areas, which could have excellent links to the surrounding residential and  
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community / commercial areas. Two additional green spaces were provided 
along the Burn of Bennie between Site 2 and 3 and north of the garden centre 
adjacent to A980. The approved development at Woodend Barn also includes 
such areas. 

 
9.14 The areas marked as woodlands within the new settlement boundary provide 

an opportunity to establish pedestrian and cyclist links between the various 
settlement units, which link to the Proposed Core Paths. Minor playgrounds 
and leisure grounds could also be located here with care, preserving the 
screening function of the vegetation. 

 
 
Settlement edge 
 
9.15 The character of the development proposed above would result in a more 

distinct edge to the west, while the eastern areas would be less intensively 
built, providing an optimal transition into the surrounding countryside. 

 
9.16 Some of the agricultural areas are proposed to be kept at the Site 2 area, so 

that the existing character and attractive view seen as arriving from the north 
along the A980 road will be preserved. Nevertheless, the sense of arrival 
should be improved maintaining the woodlands at the eastern side and 
providing a woodland belt similar to this to the western part of the road at the 
proposed settlement boundary. Some neglected buildings disturbing the view 
here should be removed, renewed or screened. 

 
 
Road network 
 
9.17 The expansion area would also need some new access roads. It is suggested 

that these roads follow existing boundaries with some minor modification only, 
necessary for improved safety. 

 
9.18 It is clear that there is a need for a relief road as well, especially in order to 

start a revitalization of the town centre. However, a northwest road, cutting 
across the ridge and the woodland near the hospital would be very 
unsympathetic to the landscape character. 

 
 
Crowsnest landfill site  
 
9.19 After being closed in September 2009, the site should be restored, planted 

with woodland and properly monitored. Its area, along with the designated 
buffer zone, should not be used for any other purposes until health and safety 
risks are resolved. 

 

 
Loch of Leys 
 
9.20 The area is an important wetland habitat that should be preserved with proper 

management as necessary. The buffer zone is mostly designated to exclude 
developments. Woodland plantation is not recommended within this zone 
(except those marked on the layout), since it would accelerate the 
disappearance of the wetland and screen the eye-catching view of the site. 

 
 
Woodlands 
 
9.21 The woodlands provide multiple benefits, and should be preserved in the long 

term. The proposal includes some necessary expansion of woodland areas 
that could also partly compensate the recent loss. Although pine trees provide 
characteristic scenery, change of these monocultures to mixed woodlands 
may be considered at some locations. 

 
 
Agricultural land 
 
9.22 The scattered agricultural fields are an important part of the local landscape 

character. Since the potential expansion affects these areas especially, it is 
important that the rest are preserved in the long term. 

 
 
Burns 
 
9.23 Since the Burn of Bennie collects the runoff of the area, it is important to 

maintain it in the long term, and monitor the water quality. A buffer zone along 
this and the other burns was designated as green space or planted with 
woodland. 
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PRACTICE INFORMATION 

David Wilson Associates 
 
1. The landscape architectural practice of David Wilson Associates was 

established in 1992 and now works from a busy design studio in Hamilton 
town centre. The staff consists of five qualified Landscape Architects including 
David Wilson, who has now over twenty five years professional experience. 
This is reinforced by two qualified and experienced garden designers and 
administrative back up. 

 
2. The company use computer-based design and communication systems to 

provide a professional landscape design and planning service to public 
agencies, commercial clients and private individuals throughout Scotland, 
Northern Ireland and the North of England. 

 
3. The workload includes commercial housing layout design, industrial, 

residential developments, road corridor improvement projects, community 
parks, play areas, private garden design and ecological and woodland habitat 
the full range of landscape initiatives. 

 
4. In addition, the practice has provided a specialist service in preparation of 

landscape and visual impact studies and, over recent years, has undertaken 
them for many developers including Bancon, Gladedale, Dawn, Manor 
Kingdom, Miller, Persimmon, Scotia, Stewart Milne and Wimpey Homes. This 
has often been followed by David Wilson acting as a professional expert 
witness at a subsequent public inquiry. 

 


