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What is landscape?

A distinct, recognisable and consistent 
pattern of elements in the landscape 
that makes one landscape different 
from another, rather than better or 
worse.
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Dorset’s unique landscape

Dorset’s diverse geology shapes its soils, habitats and patterns of land use across 
the county.
Key landscape types include chalk escarpments, open downlands, clay vales, 
Dorset heaths and river valleys.  
The coast has a strong influence, including the internationally significant Jurassic 
Coast World Heritage Site.
Dorset’s rich heritage includes internationally important natural, historic and cultural 
sites.
Two National Landscapes cover more than half of the county, recognising its 
exceptional scenic quality.
Its distinctive landscapes have inspired generations of writers and artists, helping to 
shape Dorset’s cultural identity.
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Unique planning challenges 

- Over half of the county is within a nationally designated landscape – presumption 
against major development in the NPPF

- Large distribution of internationally designated habitats – NPPF presumption 
against any net increase in residential development within 400m of an SAC/SPA 
under the Habitat Regs

- Green Belt covering large areas in south east Dorset around Bournemouth, 
Christchurch and Poole. 

- Dorset’s planning challenge is cumulative - it is rarely one designation alone, 
but several overlapping constraints affecting the same places.
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Why Landscape-Led Development Matters Now

- Increased housing targets
- Net zero infrastructure
- Solar/wind pressures
- Biodiversity Net Gain
- Climate resilience
- Demand for multifunctional land use
The question is not whether landscapes will 
change, but how we manage that change 
positively.
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Planning policy frameworks 
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 National Planning Policy Framework 
(NPPF)

 Local Plans

 Neighbourhood Plans

 Supplementary Planning Documents 
(SPDs)

Key role

 Translates landscape evidence into 
decision-making rules

 Provides legal and policy weight

Key policy principles (England)
 Protect and enhance valued landscapes

 Recognise intrinsic character and beauty 
of the countryside

 Promote high-quality design

 Support nature recovery and 
multifunctional landscapes



Landscape-led Development

What are the core tools for landscape-led development?
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Landscape 
Character 
Assessment
• Baseline 

landscape 
evidence

Landscape 
Sensitivity 
Assessment
• Evaluates 

sensitivity of 
the landscape 
to specific 
types of 
change

Landscape 
and Visual 
Impact 
Assessment
• Assesses the 

effects of a 
specific 
development 
proposal

Design 
Codes
• Provide clear, 

place-specific 
design 
expectations 
for 
development.



Landscape Character Assessment 

A baseline evidence tool 
describing the distinct 
combination of elements that 
define a landscape.
Key role: Understanding “what 
is there”
• Provides a spatial framework 

for planning decisions
• Establishes landscape 

character types/areas
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Why it matters

• Ensures development responds to 
local distinctiveness

• Supports evidence-based policy 
making

• Forms the foundation for other 
landscape evidence: 

• Landscape sensitivity 
assessments

• Design guidance
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Landscape Character Assessment Example
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Landscape Sensitivity Assessment

What it is
An assessment that evaluates how 
sensitive a landscape is to specific 
types of change.
Key role
Builds on LCA but moves from 
description → evaluation
Outputs: 
■ Sensitivity ratings (low–high)
■ Constraints and opportunities
■ Development guidance 
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Why it matters
Informs: 
■ Site allocation in Local Plans
■ Decision-making for planning 

applications



INCLUDE LSA EXAMPLE
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Design Guides and Codes 

What they are
Documents that provide clear, place-
specific design expectations for 
development.
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Key role

Guide: 
• Layout
• Scale and massing
• Green infrastructure
• Materials

Why they matter

Move from strategy → delivery

Ensure development: 
 Integrates with landscape 

structure
 Reinforces character rather 

than eroding it

Provide clarity to developers and 
decision-makers



Landscape & Visual Impact Assessment (LVIA)

Role
Assesses the effects of a specific 
development proposal

What it adds
Moves from strategic → site-specific
An iterative process between 
assessors and designers, with 
proposals modified to reduce 
negative landscape impacts. 
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Why include it

It is a key development management 
tool for landscape

Demonstrates how proposals respond 
to: 

 LCA
 Sensitivity findings
 Policy
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Landscape 
Character 
Assessment
• Baseline 

landscape 
evidence
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Sensitivity 
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• Evaluates 
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the landscape 
to specific 
types of 
change
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and Visual 
Impact 
Assessment
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effects of a 
specific 
development 
proposal

Design 
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design 
expectations 
for 
development.



Landscape-responsive vs landscape-neutral design
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Landscape-led design Landscape-neutral design

Responds to topography Levelled platforms

Retains landscape structure Removes existing features

Strong settlement edge Sprawling edge

Place-specific materials Generic house types

Green Infrastructure-led layout Green Infrastructure added later

Walkable mixed use Car-dependent



Examples of landscape led development
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© John Stephen 



Examples of landscape led development
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© Leighton James – The Property Photographer© Leighton James – The Property Photographer



Reflection 

Core principles for landscape-led development
Development should:
• Respond to the existing landscape context
• Be shaped by place, not imposed on it
Key outcomes
• A stronger sense of place
• More resilient landscapes
• Better integration of nature recovery, climate adaptation, and green infrastructure
• Less conflict at the planning stage
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landuse.co.uk

Thank you
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https://landuse.co.uk/
https://landuse.co.uk/
https://www.linkedin.com/company/lucinsider/
https://www.instagram.com/lucinsider/
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