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1.0 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background 

The landscape character of Northern Ireland is described in the Northern Ireland Landscape 

Character Assessment which was undertaken in 1999 (NILCA 2000)1.  The assessment describes 

the Northern Irish landscape through 130 landscape character areas (LCAs).  25 LCAs are wholly 

or in part within the Newry, Mourne and Down District Council Area, albeit 3 only marginally.  The 

character assessment describes the character of each area, its sensitivity, condition and provides 

principles for landscape and development management.  More recently, information on the 

biodiversity and geodiversity of each LCA was added to the assessment, and these are available 

on the Northern Ireland Department of Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs websites, along 

with the character assessment. 

In the years since the publication of the original assessment, parts of the landscape of Newry, 

Mourne and Down have been subject to significant change.  In order for the character assessment 

to remain relevant to planning policy and the development management process, an update of the 

landscape and associated assessments is required to capture the current landscape character and 

its sensitivities, and to provide up to date development management guidance. 

Furthermore, the landscapes of Newry, Mourne and Down are some of the most scenic in Ireland, 

including Carlingford Lough, Strangford Lough, the Ring of Gullion, and the Mourne Mountains, with 

special qualities recognised through national and local landscape designation.  There is a 

requirement to make sure that designations, in particular local designations, properly reflect the 

special landscape qualities and remain relevant to objectives set out in planning policy. 

Ironside Farrar was commissioned in 2019 by the District Council to undertake a review and update 

of the character assessment within Newry, Mourne and Down, including updating of the biodiversity 

and geodiversity profiles which accompany each character assessment, and a review of local 

landscape designations.  This report describes the findings of the review and provides an updated 

landscape character assessment for the Newry, Mourne and Down District Council Area. 

The updated landscape character assessment is complementary to the Northern Ireland Regional 

Landscape Character Assessment (NIRLCA)2 and the Northern Ireland Regional Seascape 

Character Assessment (NIRSCA)3, published in 2016 and 2014 respectively, which characterise 

the landscape and seascape of Northern Ireland at a larger scale. 

 

 
1 Published by Northern Ireland DAERA, available on their website www.daera-ni.gov.uk 
2 https://www.daera-ni.gov.uk/services/regional-landscape-character-areas-map-viewer 

3 https://www.daera-ni.gov.uk/publications/northern-ireland-regional-seascape-character-assessment 
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2.0 LANDSCAPE CHARACTER ASSESSMENT 

2.1 The Landscape Resource 

The objective of assessing and understanding the landscape resource is to ensure that the distinct 

identity, diverse character and scenic quality of Northern Irelandôs landscapes as a whole can be 

safeguarded and enhanced while also accommodating change.  Landscape assessment provides 

the starting point for Local Authorities to develop specific zonal policies for the care, enhancement 

and sustainable use of their landscapes.  These spatial policies can be adapted for use in 

development plans, but also a range of other strategies, most notably wind energy, forestry, 

agriculture and design.  Landscape character assessment has also been used as the starting point 

for more detailed assessment of the sensitivity of landscapes to specific types of development, and 

Historic Landscape Assessment (HLA) can be used in a similar way. 

Understanding the landscape, and the relationship between change and landscape management, 

is a critical part of landscape character assessment.  Safeguarding the quality of landscapes and 

the adoption of an óall landscapesô approach accepts the need to guide and manage change in 

accordance with broad principles.  The following principles guiding this assessment, are derived 

from the objectives and definitions of the European Landscape Convention (ELC)4:  

Å Landscapes evolve, but change should be guided 

Landscapes are continually changing, but because of the increasing extent and pace of change, 

and the loss of distinctiveness resulting from it, a more proactive approach to landscape planning 

and management is required to ensure that the landscapes of tomorrow are of no less value than 

todayôs. 

Å Landscape change should be positive in effect 

Most change in our landscapes should fit with and enhance existing landscape character, 

particularly where present character is highly valued. But the character of a landscape cannot 

always be retained and some landscapes will be changed through land uses and development. In 

all these cases the objective should be to ensure that the landscape is recognisable and valued as 

distinctive and appealing. 

Å All landscapes deserve care 

Safeguarding landscape has traditionally focused on designated areas (e.g. Areas of Outstanding 

Natural Beauty (AONB). Nevertheless, it is the countryside as a whole (including settlements) that 

provides the valued diversity of distinctive landscapes, as well as the settings for most peopleôs 

lives. All landscapes are of value to those who live and work in them and are therefore deserving of 

care. 

Å Some landscapes warrant special safeguard 

 
4 https://www.coe.int/en/web/landscape/home 

Even within a universal approach, some landscapes are widely recognised as being of particular 

value, are therefore more sensitive to change, and justify special effort to ensure they are 

safeguarded. Their designation is an important planning and management tool to ensure they 

continue to be given care when proposals for change arise. 

Å Quality should be the goal 

Care for Northern Irelandôs landscapes needs an emphasis on achieving high standards of design 

and management, along with a considered approach to the development and implementation of 

policies and actions which affect landscape. 

Å Landscapes are a shared responsibility 

Northern Irelandôs landscapes are important to all. Many activities influence the landscapeôs 

appearance; their net effect is of legitimate concern to all those who live, work and seek recreation 

in these places. An integrated and collective approach is therefore required, based on a broad 

agreement on the direction, nature, and extent of desirable landscape change. 

2.2 The Landscape of Newry, Mourne and Down 

The Newry, Mourne and Down District comprises the legacy districts of Newry and Mourne, Down, 

and a minor part of Banbridge.  The landscape assessments for each of these former District Council 

areas were originally published in three separate volumes of the NILCA 2000 assessment. 

Towards the south and west, the former district of Newry and Mourne includes the dramatic 

mountain areas of the Ring of Gullion and the Mourne Mountains, which lie to the west and east of 

Newry respectively.  Between these two mountain areas, the drumlin lowlands around Newry drain 

into Carlingford Lough.  Topographic variation is considerable, with Slieve Donard rising steeply 

from sea level to 853m in little over 3km. 

The Mourne Mountains and the Ring of Gullion are dramatic landscapes of great scenic value.  They 

form two cores around which lowland areas are distributed.  The Kingdom of Mourne is a unique 

landscape with drystone walls of rounded glacial boulders, a dramatic mountain backdrop, and 

extensive sea views.  To the south, the Kilkeel Coast with its calm coastal strip, wetlands and 

mudflats provides a strong contrast.  Slieve Roosley comprises an area of lower but still highly 

distinctive and dramatic hills to the north west of the main chain of the Mourne Mountains.  Below 

these hills to the north, the River Bann and its tributaries drain an area of lowland drumlin farmland.   

The Mourne Foothills immediately to the north of the mountains form a chain of small hills 

connecting the Mourne Mountains to rugged uplands of Slieve Croob which dominate the northern 

part of the district, together forming a spine of upland bisecting the district from north to south. 

The lowland drumlins around Newry divide the uplands of the Mourne Mountains and Slieve 

Roosley to the east from those of the Ring of Gullion to the west.  The Newry River is fed by 

tributaries from the surrounding drumlin farmland, which is characterised by attractive valleys and 

loughs.  To the west of Newry, the uplands of the Ring of Gullion have dramatic, rugged volcanic 
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peaks.  Slieve Gullion lies at the centre of the óRingô.  To the north the rolling hills, moorland and 

forests of the Carrigatuke Hills extend into Armagh City, Banbridge and Craigavon District, while to 

the west, the drumlins and loughs around Crossmaglen extend towards Lough Muckno and 

Castleblayney in the Republic of Ireland. 

East of the central upland chain of Mournes, Slieve Croob and their foothills, is a broad belt of 

undulating lowland between Ballynahinch and Downpatrick, drained by the winding tributaries of the 

Quoile River, which follows a meandering course to Strangford Lough.   The indented shores of 

Strangford Lough is a scenic landscape of partially submerged drumlins, many of which form off-

shore islands; inland, the drumlin landscape is studded with loughs. 

By contrast, the elongated ridges and lower drumlins to the north of Newcastle are subdivided by a 

series of parallel river valleys, which are aligned NW-SE.  The rivers from these valleys flow to the 

coast but the principal river mouth is diverted by the broad sand spits of Murlough Bank, which 

enclose the Dundrum Inner Bay.  To the east, this smooth, sandy coastline is broken by the rocky 

headlands of the Lecale Coast, including St Johnôs Point, Ringfad Point and Killard Point.  This part 

of the former Down district has a special remote and historic character, with windswept farmland 

and numerous prominent archaeological sites. 

Slieve Croob and the peaks of the Mournes provide a dramatic backdrop to views across these 

eastern lowlands and, together with the sea, provide a striking setting to the settlement of 

Newcastle. 

Downpatrick is a central and historical focus to the former Down district.  The town is sited at a 

bridging point of the Quoile River where the Lecale Hills meet the marshes of the Quoile Estuary.  

The towns of Ballynahinch, Crossgar and Saintfield all have a drumlin setting, although in each 

case, the town centre is on the banks of a river and the wider setting is influenced by the wooded 

parkland landscape of a local estate. 

2.3 Landscape Character Assessments for Newry, Mourne and Down 

Introduction 

The landscape of Newry, Mourne and Down is described and characterised as a part of 3 separate 

but related character assessments: 

¶ The Northern Ireland Regional Landscape Character Assessment (NIRLCA) published in 

2016; 

¶ The Northern Ireland Regional Seascape Character Assessment (NIRSCA) published in 

2014; and  

¶ The Northern Ireland Landscape Character Assessment (NILCA 2000) published in 1999. 

These assessments, and their interrelationship, are briefly described below. 

The 2016 Northern Ireland Regional Landscape Character Assessment (NIRLCA) 

The Northern Ireland Regional Landscape Character Assessment (NIRLCA) was undertaken in 

2016.  The NIRLCA provides a strategic overview of the landscape of Northern Ireland, describing 

the broad variations in landscape character through the identification of 26 regional character areas 

with their own distinct character, identity and sense of place. 

At this broader landscape level, the landscape of Newry, Mourne and Down is covered by parts of 

5 Regional Character Areas (RCAs), as shown on Figure 1: 

Strangford, Ards and Lecale:  Drumlin strewn, partially submerged, lowlands centred around 

Strangford Lough; 

Down Drumlins and Holywood Hills:  A broad drumlin belt of lowland pastures, gently falling to 

the east towards Strangford Lough, incorporating the upper parts of the Quoile, Blackstaff and 

Ravernet river catchments; 

Mourne and Slieve Croob:  Distinctive granite hills, comprising the Mournes to the south and Slieve 

Croob to the north, connected by a series of lower foothills; 

Newry Valley and Upper Bann: Lowland between the Mourne Mountains and Slieve Gullion, 

forming a link between Carlingford Lough and Lough Neagh, comprising extensive drumlin fields, 

and the Newry and Bann river corridors; and 

Slieve Gullion and South Armagh Hills:  Granite mountains of the Ring of Gullion to the south 

east and the Carrigatuke Hills toward the north, rolling drumlins extending to the border with the 

Irish Republic. 

Published in 2016, the NIRLCA remains current and is not subject to revision as part of this review.  

It is complementary to the smaller scale NILCA 2000. 

2014 Northern Ireland Regional Seascape Assessment (NIRSCA) 

The Northern Ireland Regional Seascape Character Assessment (NIRSCA) describes the entire 

Northern Ireland coast from Londonderry to Newry.  The assessment is principally concerned with 

coastal character as defined by headlands, islands and other coastal features, and the method of 

assessment follows the general principles of landscape character assessment. 

The coastline of Northern Ireland is described through 24 Seascape Character Areas (SCAs), 5 of 

which adjoin the coastline of Newry, Mourne and Down:  Carlingford Lough, Mourne Coast, 

Dundrum Bay, Lecale Coast and Strangford Lough.  The Irish Sea (South Down) seascape area, 

also relating to the Newry, Mourne and Down coast, lies at least 4km offshore. 

Regional seascape character areas are shown in Figure 1 along with regional character areas of 

the NIRLCA.  The updating of the local NILCA includes the review of the seascape assessments to 

ensure that important aspects of the coastal landscape character are captured, however the 

updated NILCA does not update or replace any part of the 2014 seascape assessment. 

The 1999 Northern Ireland Landscape Character Assessment (NILCA 2000) 

The Northern Ireland Landscape Character Assessment (NILCA 2000) provides a finer grained and 

more detailed characterisation of the landscape than the regional assessment.  25 landscape 

character areas (LCAs) fall wholly or in part within the District Council boundary.  Very small parts 
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of 3 of the 25 LCAs (LCA 66 Armagh Drumlins, LCA 67 Armagh/ Banbridge Hills and LCA 77 Iveagh 

Slopes) fall within the Newry, Mourne and Down boundary solely as a result of discrepancy between 

the drawing of the LCA and District Council boundaries, and in fact 22 LCAs describe the landscape 

of the district in its entirety.  The NILCA 2000 LCAs are shown on their own Figure 2 and in relation 

to the RCAs and SCAs in Figure 1.   

LCAs of NILCA 2000 do not fall neatly within NIRLCA 2016 RCA boundaries, because the 

assessments were undertaken separately and at different scales, with boundaries of the regional 

assessment inherently more imprecise when defining very broad variations in landscape character.  

However, there is good correspondence between boundaries in the two assessments and they 

complement each other. 

Within Newry, Mourne and Down, RCAs correspond to at least 2 LCAs and in some cases many 

more, providing a more nuanced local characterisation.  For example, the lowlands of Strangford, 

Ards and Lecale RCA is divided into 5 main LCAs describing a diverse landscape including the 

coastal dunes of Tyrella, the Lecale peninsula with its rocky shoreline and hills, the broad Quoile 

valley, and the partly submerged drumlins fringing Strangford Lough. 

Each LCA character assessment includes key characteristics, landscape description, an 

assessment of landscape condition and sensitivity to change, principles for landscape management 

and principles for accommodating new development.  An overview of the geodiversity and 

biodiversity of each LCA was added to the assessment in the mid-2000s. 

The original NILCA covers the Newry, Mourne and Down landscape in 3 volumes: one for each of 

the former councils which covered what is now the current District Council area (Newry & Mourne, 

Down and Banbridge).  Each volume includes descriptions of the settings to principal settlements, 

including siting and design guidance for new development.  Volumes of the original assessment are 

not widely available; the assessments for each LCA are published online5 but settlement 

assessment are not. 

The following review covers NILCA, incorporating relevant information from the regional landscape 

and seascape assessments where appropriate. 

2.4 The Need for Reassessment 

Pressures for development have led to gradual landscape change over the past 20 years and some 

present and likely future trends are different to those from 20 years ago.  Some development types, 

such as wind energy, had very limited presence in the landscape at the time, whereas wind turbines 

are now often striking features of the rural landscape.  Continued house building in the countryside, 

urban expansion and new roads have also changed the character of countryside around towns and 

cities. 

For the landscape character assessment to remain relevant to planning policy and the development 

management process, it is necessary that the contemporary landscape conditions and sensitivities 

 
5 https://www.daera-ni.gov.uk/articles/landscape-character-northern-ireland 

are properly described, and that development management guidance is relevant to current and likely 

future pressures for change. 

At the time of preparing NILCA 2000, the process of landscape character assessment in the UK 

was evolving and it predated the publication of the very influential 2002 Landscape Character 

Assessment Guidance for England and Scotland (Scottish Natural Heritage/ Countryside Agency).    

Recent English guidance, the 2014 An Approach to Landscape Character Assessment (Natural 

England), has been adopted in Northern Ireland as óbest practiceô.  The 2014 guidance provides an 

approach to landscape character assessment fundamentally unchanged from that described in the 

2002 publication, but which includes additional guidance on the involvement of stakeholders and on 

the updating of existing assessments.  The 2014 publication largely excludes the guidance provided 

in that of 2002 for ómaking judgementsô with the outcome of a landscape character assessment e.g. 

for development management guidance, focussing only on the landscape characterisation process.  

The earlier 2002 guidance remains current in Scotland.  

Therefore, as well as ensuring that the assessment reflects current landscape conditions and 

trends, it is also of benefit to ensure the assessment corresponds with the established principles of 

landscape character assessment that have evolved since publication of the original assessment. 

As noted previously, since publication of the original NILCA 2000 assessment, there has been the 

publication of the regional landscape and seascape assessments.  Updating of the local landscape 

character assessment provides an opportunity for linking to, and ensuring consistency with, these 

two assessments. 

Finally, the landscape character assessment for the current Newry, Mourne and Down district is 

described in three hard copy volumes for each of the three legacy District Council areas which are 

difficult to obtain, or alternatively as downloadable individual LCA assessments which are lacking in 

specific local context.  This review provides the opportunity to present the landscape character 

assessment for the district in a single comprehensive illustrated report, and in a more accessible 

format. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.daera-ni.gov.uk/articles/landscape-character-northern-ireland
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3.0 LANDSCAPE DESIGNATIONS 

3.1 Landscape Designations within Newry, Mourne and Down 

All landscapes are important, and the óall landscapesô approach advocated in the European 

Landscape Convention and established guidance recognises that all landscapes are a resource 

deserving of care irrespective of the presence or otherwise of formal landscape designation.  

However, much of Newry, Mourne and Down is designated in recognition of its special landscape 

qualities.   

Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB) 

AONBs were designated by the Department of the Environment, and three AONBs lie fully or partly 

within the Newry, Mourne and Down District: 

¶ The Ring of Gullion, focused around Slieve Gullion; 

¶ Mourne, incorporating the Mourne Mountains and Slieve Croob; and 

¶ Strangford and Lecale, encompassing Strangford Lough, and including the Lecale hills and 

coastline (this AONB extends into the neighbouring local authority area). 

AONB are designated for their óéhigh landscape quality, wildlife importance and rich cultural and 

architectural heritageéô6.  These AONB are contiguous, effectively forming a large single 

designated area encompassing the majority of the coast and upland areas, comprising around 55% 

of the District Council area. 

Area of High Scenic Value (AoHSV) 

AoHSV is a local designation recognising areas of local landscape quality.  Areas of Scenic Quality 

(ASQ) were identified in NILCA 2000, and subsequently adopted into local planning policy as the 

AoHSV landscape designation.   

The Ards and Down Area Plan 2015, originally adopted in 2009, identifies an AoHSV within the 

Ravernet River valley centred around the Magheraknock Loughs.  The majority of the AoHSV 

designation lies with the Lisburn and Castlereagh City Council (LCCC) area, with a small part of the 

designated area within Newry, Mourne and Down forming the setting to Bow Lough and Dumb 

Lough. 

Special Countryside Areas (SCA) 

DoE Strategic Planning Policy Statement (SPPS) and Planning Policy Statement 21 (PPS 21) 

requires Councils to identify those areas of exceptional landscape quality and amenity value. Within 

these areas, designated as Special Countryside Areas (SCA), national policy states that 

development should only be permitted in exceptional circumstances, and local plans and local 

policies brought forward to protect their unique qualities.   

 
6 Strategic Planning Policy Statement for Northern Ireland (SPPS) Planning for Sustainable Development 

(DOENI, 2015)  

The Banbridge/ Newry and Mourne Area Plan (2015) defines SCAs covering the High Mournes, 

Slieve Croob and the Ring of Gullion.  The Ards and Down Plan does not identify SCA, and therefore 

the High Mourne and Slieve Croob SCA ends abruptly at the legacy District Council boundary and 

does not cover all of the mountain area. 

The Newry, Mourne and Down Local Development Plan 2030 Preferred Options Paper proposes 

the retention of the SCA designation, subject to review and potential extension into the former Down 

District so as to be consistent across the development plan area. 

3.2 UNESCO Geopark Status for Mourne, Gullion and Strangford 

UNESCO defines Geoparks as single, unified geographical areas where sites and landscapes of 

international geological significance are managed with a holistic concept of protection, education, 

and sustainable development. A UNESCO Global Geopark uses its geological heritage, in 

connection with all other aspects of the areaôs natural and cultural heritage, to enhance awareness 

and understanding of key issues facing society, such as using our earthôs resources sustainably, 

mitigating the effects of climate change and reducing natural disasters-related risks. By raising 

awareness of the importance of the areaôs geological heritage in history and society today, 

UNESCO Global Geoparks aim to give local people a sense of pride in their region and strengthen 

their identification with the area. The creation of innovative local enterprises, new jobs and high 

quality training courses is stimulated as new sources of revenue are generated through geotourism, 

while the geological resources of the area are protected. 

The aspirational geopark designation encompasses thirty six sites of geological significance 

identified in the Mourne, Ring of Gullion and Strangford & Lecale AONBs. The Ring of Gullion is a 

world-renowned example of ring dyke formation. The development of which is discussed in 

Appendix A. The Mourne Mountains display rare igneous petrology. Direct field evidence of the 

involvement of crystal fractionation in the crystallisation of felsic magmas is rare in British 

Palaeogene granites. However, The Mourne Mountains contain evidence of rhythmic layering within 

roof granites. Strangford displays world renowned examples of a post glacial drumlin landscape.  

It is believed that the combination of these three geologically significant areas across the region will 

validate the designation of a UNESCO Geopark.   

3.3 Landscape Designations and the Landscape Character Review 

Landscape designation is usually based upon a range of criteria encompassing recreational, natural 

and cultural heritage value in addition to special landscape qualities.  Landscape character 

assessment is a key informative study, contributing to the evidence base for designation decisions, 

but not usually the sole reason for designation. 

This study therefore includes a review of designations, taking into account the updated landscape 

character assessment, but also taking into consideration other designation criteria.  In Northern 

Ireland there is no formal guidance on the process of local landscape designation, however draft 



Newry, Mourne and Down District Council  Landscape Character Assessment Review  

 

IronsideFarrar 7 50484/ October 2020 

guidance produced by Scottish Natural Heritage and Historic Environment Scotland7, based on 

published guidance from 2006, is up to date and considered relevant.  

The AONB designations are the responsibility of DAERA and are therefore not reviewed as part of 

this study.  AoHSV and SCAs are designated at a local level through the Development Plan process, 

and are subject to review, but with differing objectives: 

¶ The review of the AoHSV designation at the Magheraknock Loughs will consider whether the 

qualities of the landscape area justifies its retention as a locally designated landscape or 

whether its boundaries require adjustment.  

 

¶ The boundaries of the existing SCA designations will be reviewed against policy objectives to 

ensure they remain relevant.  Revised boundaries for the SCA extending into the High 

Mournes and Slieve Croob of the former Down District will be considered. 

The landscape qualities of the AONB designated areas will be updated through the landscape 

character assessment; however, recommendations for the revision to AONB boundaries or the 

preparation of revised statements of significance8 is beyond the scope of this study. 

 

   

 

 

 
7 DRAFT ï Guidance on Local Landscape Areas (2017, Scottish Natural Heritage and Historic Environment 

Scotland) 

8 Descriptions for AONB in Northern Ireland are available online at https://www.daera-ni.gov.uk/topics/land-

and-landscapes/areas-outstanding-natural-beauty 

https://www.daera-ni.gov.uk/topics/land-and-landscapes/areas-outstanding-natural-beauty
https://www.daera-ni.gov.uk/topics/land-and-landscapes/areas-outstanding-natural-beauty
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4.0 APPROACH TO LANDSCAPE CHARACTER ASSESSMENT 

4.1 Aim of the Assessment 

The following landscape character assessment has not been carried out from first principles. It is 

essentially a review and update of the NILCA 2000 assessment for the parts within the boundaries 

of Newry, Mourne and Down.  It builds constructively on this and does not seek to challenge its 

principles and broad thrust.  The assessment does not include any review of the regional or 

seascape character assessments and remains complementary to these assessments.  

The review seeks to provide a more up to date landscape record appropriate to the strategic 

planning uses which it will support. It has the following aims: 

1) To review the NILCA 2000 assessments and identify significant change in the landscape that 

has taken place since the original assessment was carried out in the late 1990s.  This includes 

tailoring descriptions to ensure they describe the areas within Newry, Mourne and Down 

where LCAs straddle District Council boundaries. 

2) To systematically categorise LCAs with similar characteristics into broad landscape character 

types (LCTs). 

3) To review the boundaries of the current LCAs and determine whether they reasonably 

correspond to the point of transition between one area of landscape character and another. 

4) To identify where sub-division of existing LCAs may be appropriate where there is significant 

variation in character within existing LCAs. 

5) To identify where simplification may be appropriate, for example through amalgamation of 

LCAs of similar landscape character. 

6) To reappraise landscape sensitivities and forces for landscape change based on the updated 

assessment, taking into account any redefinition of boundaries and the changes to character 

that have occurred since the original assessment was undertaken. 

7) To provide revised landscape management guidelines based on the reassessment of 

sensitivities and forces for change. 

8) To provide updated assessments and guidance for the key settlements within Newry, Mourne 

and Down.   

The assessment has been carried out by means of a desktop review of the existing character 

assessment, OSNI mapping, spatial datasets, aerial photography and through undertaking site visits 

between October 2019 and January 2020. 

The NILCA 2000 assessment includes sections describing the geodiversity and biodiversity of each 

landscape character area, seemingly added in the mid to late 2000s.  These sections have been 

updated by means of a review of recently published materials such as recent geological records, 

spatial datasets relating to habitats and biodiversity, wildlife records, and comparisons between 

historical and contemporary aerial photography. 

4.2 Assessment Methodology  

This review is undertaken with reference to the guidance An Approach to Landscape Character 

Assessment (2014, Natural England).  The process of landscape character assessment remains 

unchanged to that set out in the earlier Landscape Character Assessment Guidance for England 

and Scotland (2002, SNH/ Countryside Commission).  The assessment is divided into the two main 

stages: 

Stage 1 ï landscape characterisation: the process of identifying, classifying and describing areas 

of distinctive landscape character.  Existing landscape characterisations are used as the starting 

point, with the assessments updated to take account of landscape change or new information 

available since the original assessments.  The updated character assessments for each landscape 

character area (LCA) include classification into landscape character type (LCT), a landscape 

description and the key landscape characteristics.  This section of the assessment includes: 

¶ A description of the landscape condition; and 

¶ Likely forces for change which may result in changes to landscape character. 

Stage 2 ï making judgements: a primary application of this assessment is to assist with the 

development management process, and this part of the assessment includes judgements as to the 

sensitivity of the landscape to different development types, guidance for the accommodation of 

development in a way that will not undermine landscape character, and recommendations for its 

enhancement.  Each landscape character assessment includes: 

¶ An overview of the landscape sensitivity; and 

¶ Management and planning guidelines recommended for the maintenance or enhancement of 

key landscape characteristics. 

 

It should be noted that the 2014 Natural England publication provides guidance only on landscape 

characterisation (Stage 1 of the assessment).  Guidance on Stage 2 is provided in the 2002 SNH/ 

Countryside Commission publication.  

4.3 Settlement Assessments  

Settlement assessments describe the development patterns and landscape settings of key 

settlements.  The purpose of these assessments is to define the key landscape issues which should 

guide future development of the settlements.   

At the request of Newry, Mourne and Down District Council, the principal settlements that have been 

assessed are as shown on Figure 8 in Section 9 of this report. 

Recommendations are included which promote the following generally desirable landscape/ 

townscape planning objectives: 

¶ Maintenance of the distinction between the rural and urban landscapes;  

¶ The retention/ enhancement of landscapes which contribute to distinct townscape character, 

important views from settlements, or important landscape resources for recreation, natural 

heritage, cultural heritage or other reasons; 
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¶ Preventing coalescence of settlements; 

¶ The retention or creation of distinct settlement gateways;  

¶ The maintenance or creation of strong settlement boundary features; and 

¶ The avoidance of generally undesirable patterns of urban development, such as linear 

developments, uncontained ósprawlô or development dislocated from settlement cores which 

may undermine the identity or character of a settlement and its landscape setting.  
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5.0 MAIN FEATURES OF THE REVISED LANDSCAPE CHARACTER 

ASSESSMENT 

5.1 Review of the NILCA 2000 Assessment  

A number of observations on the assessment of NILCA 2000 have been made whilst undertaking 

this review and have resulted in changes to the assessment for the areas covering Newry, Mourne 

and Down.  While Sections 8 and 9 of this report provide the updated, detailed assessments for 

landscape character areas and settlements, what follows is an overview of the main changes to the 

assessment. 

Landscape Character Types 

The 2002 and 2014 guidance on landscape character assessment make the distinction between 

landscape character types (LCTs) and landscape character areas (LCAs):  LCTs are generic 

categories of landscape with broadly similar characteristics that can be found in many locations 

across an area; LCAs are geographically specific landscape areas of a particular LCT which may 

be found in one or more locations.  NILCA 2000 only identifies LCAs and does not provide 

categorisation of these into LCTs.   

Landscape character type categorisation is useful for better understanding and describing the 

landscape in a systematic approach, and for identifying those landscape character areas which may 

have similar sensitivities or could benefit from common management approaches.  Therefore, this 

update has provided a categorisation of LCAs into LCTs. 

LCTs have been identified where landscapes share broadly similar patterns of topography, geology, 

land use, settlement and landscape patterns.  LCTs have been defined solely from observations of 

the Newry, Mourne and Down landscape; there is no common system of landscape type 

classification for Northern Ireland, although many of the landscape types identified in this 

assessment will be found elsewhere in Northern Ireland. 

Landscape categorisation requires balancing the need to be sufficiently simplified so as to provide 

an understandable landscape overview, while at the same time not missing important distinctions 

in landscape character.  Judgement is required when deciding if an area of landscape falls into one 

category or another, and therefore there can be some notable differences between the character of 

landscapes classified as of the same type. 

Updated landscape character types and areas are shown on Figure 6, while the original LCAs of 

NILCA 2000 are shown on Figure 5. 

Landscape character types identified as part of this assessment, with their associated LCAs, are as 

follows: 

Lowland Drumlin Farmland ï Newry (69), Crossmaglen (70), River Bann (76), Newcastle (85), 

Ravernet River (90), Quoile River (91), Saintfield (95):  The most commonly occurring landscape 

character type within Newry, Mourne and Down comprising low lying undulating drumlin farmland 

within broad river and lough basins.  

Loughs and Drumlins ï Strangford (94):  The partially submerged landscape of sunken drumlins 

at Strangford Lough and its setting. 

Coastal Plain ï Kilkeel (73), Ballyquintin and Lecale (92):  Flat pastoral hinterlands ending in the 

low, rocky coastline of the Irish Sea. 

Elevated Drumlin Farmland ï Dromara (88), Castlereagh Plateau (96):  More elevated areas of 

drumlin pasture located above broad, lowland river valleys or transitioning to more upland 

landscapes.  

Inclined Coastal Pastures ï The Kingdom of Mourne (74): An area of unique landscape character 

comprising farmland with distinctive walled boundaries on the southern slopes of the Mourne 

Mountains extending to the coast. 

Lowland Hills ï Carrigatuke (68), North Lecale (93):  Distinct low hills to the west and east of the 

District Council area, separate from the main upland areas of the Mournes and Slieve Croob. 

Farmed Foothills ï Slieve Roosley (72), Lower Slieve Croob (83), Mourne (84):  Lower foothills 

and higher ground at the fringes of the Mournes and Slieve Croob. 

Rugged Uplands ï Mourne Mountains (75), Slieve Croob (87):  The upland landscapes of the 

Mournes and the outlying Slieve Croob, with many hill summits above 500m AOD, up to 853m at 

Slieve Donard. 

Volcanic Hills ï Ring of Gullion (71): The distinctive and unique ring dyke system in South Armagh, 

comprising a series of peaks centred on Slieve Gullion rising from lowland farmland. 

Coastal Dunes ï Tyrella (86): An area of sandy coastline with extensive dunes, backed by 

farmland. 

LCT and LCA naming 

2014 Natural England guidance suggests that at a local level LCT names should comprise two or 

three words to convey a sense the landscape based upon features such as landform, landcover 

and settlement, while LCAs require geographically unique names, an approach adopted in this 

assessment.  

e.g. Crossmaglen Lowland Drumlin Farmland (70) 

The numberings of the NILCA 2000 assessment are appended to the revised LCA names for 

reference. 

Landscape character areas 

The LCA review is undertaken for the part of each LCA falling within the Newry, Mourne and Down 

boundary, with the character descriptions and analysis updated specific to the area falling within 

Newry, Mourne and Down.  This means that some characterisations may not apply to the wider 

LCA where extending significantly beyond the Newry, Mourne and Down boundary. 
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The review also considers whether or not the LCAs of the NILCA 2000 assessment are of a 

sufficiently uniform character to be considered single units of landscape character, or whether 

subdivision or amalgamation might be appropriate.   

The review has found that the NILCA 2000 LCA boundaries generally provide appropriate 

subdivision of the landscape when considered at the local scale (1:50,000 approximately), although 

this review recommends the subdivision of one LCA (Newry Basin) into two areas.  No 

amalgamations of LCAs are identified as necessary. 

Landscape character is independent from administrative boundaries and there are circumstances 

where a very small part of a NILCA 2000 LCA falls within the Newry, Mourne and Down boundary, 

such as LCA 83 Lower Slieve Croob Farmed Foothills.  Where there is no significant difference 

between the character of this minor part and a larger adjacent LCA located within the district, the 

NILCA 2000 boundary is retained, however the written descriptions are combined. 

LCA boundaries 

Given the dependency of planning policy and development management on existing LCAs, the 

wholesale changing of LCA boundaries was not considered desirable unless absolutely necessary.   

This review identified the need for 2 boundary revisions where it was judged that a more accurate 

demarcation between landscape character areas could be provided. 

Development management guidance 

2002 guidance and common practice advocates an approach whereby landscape sensitivity, forces 

for change and development management guidance are provided by broad groupings of 

development type.  This approach is adopted in the updated assessment, and therefore expands 

and updates the guidance of the original NILCA 2000 assessment which was provided under the 

heading óPrinciples for Landscape Managementô and óPrinciples for Accommodating Landscape 

Changeô.  Development management guidance is provided under the headings of: 

Agriculture; 

Trees and woodland; 

Development;   

Minerals; and  

Tall structures. 

Guidance for tall structures includes the sensitivity assessments for wind energy development 

provided in the Supplementary Planning Guidance (SPG) Wind Energy Development in Northern 

Irelandôs Landscapes, which accompanies Planning Policy Statement 18 óRenewable Energyô.9 

 
9 Wind Energy Development in Northern Irelandôs Landscapes, Supplementary Planning Guidance to 

Accompany Planning Policy Statement 18 óRenewable Energyô (2010, Northern Ireland Environment Agency) 

By exception, where of particular relevance, sections on forces for change and development 

management guidance are provided under the headings of: 

Roads; 

 

Tourism and Recreation; and 

 

Climate Change and Coastal Erosion. 

Settlement assessments 

Assessments are provided for the following towns identified by Newry, Mourne and Down District 

Council:   

¶ Newry 

¶ Downpatrick 

¶ Newcastle 

¶ Warrenpoint 

¶ Kilkeel 

¶ Ballynahinch 

¶ Saintfield 

¶ Killyleagh 

¶ Castlewellan 

¶ Crossmaglen 

Assessments are updates to those provided in NILCA 2000.  Towns are shown on Figure 8. 

5.2 Specific Changes 

Table 1 shows the relationship between the original NILCA 2000 LCAs and the revised LCAs, 

including their names and landscape character types.    Notable changes include: 

¶ A revised boundary between Slieve Croob Rugged Uplands (87) and the Mourne and Slieve 

Croob Farmed Foothills (84), incorporating the northeast part of the former into the latter, to 

more accurately reflect the change from settled farmland to unenclosed uplands; 

 

¶ The eastward extension of the Strangford Loughs and Drumlins (94) to incorporate the 

southern shoreline and offshore islands of Strangford Lough previously within Portaferry and 

North Lecale (93); 

 

¶ The sub-division of the Newry Lowland Drumlin Farmland (69) into two areas, reflecting 

notable variations in topography and patterns of settlement between the two areas; 
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¶ LCAs 76 Ballyroney Basin and 95 Ballygowan Drumlins have been renamed 76 River Bann 

Lowland Drumlin Farmland and 95 Saintfield Elevated Drumlin Farmland to better reflect their 

geographic location in relation to features within Newry, Mourne and Down; 

 

¶ LCA 84 Mourne Foothills has been renamed Mourne and Slieve Croob Farmed Foothills as 

the LCA contains the foothills to both Slieve Croob and the Mourne Mountains.   

 

¶ The Ravarnet Valley (90) has been renamed Ravernet River, corresponding to the spelling of 

the Ravernet River shown on OSNI 1:50k mapping. 

Revised landscape character areas and types are shown in Figure 6, with those of the original 

assessment shown in Figure 5.  Figure 7 provides an overlay of original NILCA 2000 LCA 

boundaries with revised LCAs to allow easier identification of changes.   

Only a very small area of LCA 83 Lower Slieve Croob Farmed Foothills falls within Newry, Mourne 

and Down, and therefore the assessment and guidance for the adjacent LCA 84 Mourne and Slieve 

Croob Farmed Foothills also applies to LCA 83.  However, the boundaries of LCA 83 are retained 

to avoid the creation of an artificial LCA boundary at the Newry, Mourne and Down border with 

Armagh City, Banbridge and Craigavon. 

Table 1:  NILCA 2000 and Revised Landscape Character Areas 

LANDSCAPE CHARACTER AREA 

(NILCA 2000) 

 

REVISED LANDSCAPE 

CHARACTER AREA 

LANDSCAPE CHARACTER TYPE 

68 Carrigatuke Hills Carrigatuke Lowland Hills 

69 Newry Basin 

Newry (divided into Newry North and 

Newry South) 

Lowland Drumlin Farmland 

70 Crossmaglen Drumlins and Loughs Crossmaglen Lowland Drumlin Farmland 

71 Ring of Gullion Ring of Gullion Volcanic Hills 

72 Slieve Roosley Slieve Roosley Farmed Foothills 

73 Kilkeel Coast Kilkeel Coastal Plain 

74 The Kingdom of Mourne The Kingdom of Mourne Inclined Coastal Pastures 

75 Mourne Mountains Mourne Mountains Rugged Uplands 

76 Ballyroney Basin River Bann Lowland Drumlin Farmland 

83 Lower Slieve Croob Foothills Lower Slieve Croob Farmed Foothills 

84 Mourne Foothills Mourne and Slieve Croob Farmed Foothills 

85 Newcastle Valleys Newcastle Lowland Drumlin Farmland 

86 Tyrella Coastal Dunes Tyrella Coastal Dunes 

87 Slieve Croob Summits 

Slieve Croob (boundary with LCA 84 

adjusted) 

Rugged Uplands 

88 Craggy Dromara Uplands Dromara Elevated Drumlin Farmland 

90 Ravarnet Valley Ravernet River Lowland Drumlin Farmland 

91 Quoile Valley Lowlands Quoile River Lowland Drumlin Farmland 

92 Ballyquintin and Lecale Coast Ballyquintin and Lecale Coastal Plain 

93 Portaferry and North Lecale North Lecale Lowland Hills 

94 Strangford Drumlins and Islands 

Strangford (boundary with LCA 93 

adjusted)  

Lowland Loughs and Drumlins 

95 Ballygowan Drumlins Saintfield Elevated Drumlin Farmland 

96 Castlereagh Plateau Castlereagh Plateau Elevated Drumlin Farmland 

Digital mapping data identifies the fragments of 3 other LCAs within the Newry, Mourne and Down 

boundary; LCA 66 Armagh Drumlins, LCA 67 Armagh/ Banbridge Hills and LCA 77 Iveagh Slopes.  

The location of these LCAs is shown on Figure 5.    Close examination shows that the original NILCA 

2000 boundaries were drawn to follow local government boundaries with Armagh and Banbridge, 

and therefore their inclusion within Newry, Mourne and Down is only a consequence of 

discrepancies between the digitised LCA and local government boundaries.  These 3 LCAs are 

therefore excluded from the review.  

5.3 Forces for Landscape Change 

The landscape character review identifies change in the landscape, both in the past and that which 

may occur in the future and provides recommendations for accommodating landscape change while 

maintaining and enhancing distinctive characteristics.   

Historical landscape change is not always easily observed, although comparison of the present day 

landscape with the descriptions of the NILCA 2000, aerial photography and the use of planning 

application data provides some basis for the identification of landscape change. 

Identification of future landscape change is speculative; in some cases, it can be reasonably 

concluded that historical trends may continue on into the future, such as pressure for housing 

development in the countryside or development for tourism.   However, unknowable factors, such 

as changes to farm subsidy regimes, environmental policies, economic conditions or natural factors 

such as tree diseases, may have a profound impact on the appearance of the landscape, how it is 

managed for agriculture or used alternatively, for example, for the production of renewable energy. 

The following section provides a summary of the issues identified under the topic headings of 

agriculture, trees and woodland, development, roads, minerals, and tall structures.  It describes 

likely drivers for landscape change, and the general landscape and development management 

principles which might enable landscape change to be accommodated while maintaining key 

landscape characteristics. 

These headings correspond to those used for individual character area assessments of óForces for 

Changeô and óLandscape Planning and Management Guidanceô, with the exception of roads.  In 

general, the development of new roads is a relatively infrequent occurrence in rural environments, 

and it is possible that many LCAs would not be subject to any such development in the foreseeable 

future.  In the absence of specific road building proposals, guidance at the character area level is 

likely to be generic and speculative.  However, general guidelines on the accommodation of road 

developments in the landscape are included below.   

Agriculture 

Agricultural practice has a fundamental impact on the character of lowland landscapes.  The size of 

fields, their use, and the nature of their boundaries defines the pattern of a landscape, while 

farmhouses, barns and sheds are other characterising elements.  The grazing of unenclosed 

uplands over centuries has contributed to their characteristically bare appearance, devoid of trees. 

Changes in farming practice to achieve greater efficiency or accommodate different farming 

practices or larger farm machinery may result in changes such as the enlargement of fields, the use 
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of polytunnels, the removal of traditional field boundaries, or the construction of larger scale farm 

accesses and gates, all of which may result in changes to the farming landscape.   

On the other hand, changing economic circumstances may result in the abandonment of traditional 

farming in more marginal uplands or on land which is uneconomical to drain.  Pastures may revert 

to scrub, or there may be incentives to plant woodland.  Farm diversification, for example for leisure 

and recreation, tourism or solar energy may also be a force for landscape change. 

Within Newry, Mourne and Down, traditional smaller pastoral farming is predominant. Many of the 

lowland landscapes in the area are defined by a regular patchwork of small pastures, with hedgerow 

field boundaries accentuating the form of smoothly undulating drumlins. 

Whether this model of small scale farming remains viable in the future is difficult to accurately 

predict, but traditional hedgerows, trees, and stone walls will remain important for retaining a 

coherent landscape structure.  Loss of pastures to woodland may result in some change to 

landscape characteristics. However, this may not be an adverse change in lowland landscapes 

which often appear quite enclosed by trees, even if not having significant woodland cover. 

More modern and larger styles of agricultural building are progressively replacing traditional stone 

white and red painted ones.  The typically long and low form of newer buildings can be 

accommodated in the often undulating landscape where consideration is given to their siting and 

when including mitigation measures such as earth mounding and woodland planting.  However, 

traditional well-maintained farm buildings contribute to a sense of local identity and provide links to 

the past, in contrast to more generic modern farm infrastructure, and efforts to retain these features 

are worthwhile. 

Trees and Woodland 

Newry, Mourne and Down has relatively low levels of woodland cover, with the largest 

concentrations of native woodland occurring in estate landscapes such as Castleward or Rowallane, 

while coniferous forestry predominates at Castlewellan and Tollymore.  Nevertheless, trees and 

small woodlands contribute much to the fabric of the landscape, and lowland areas often have a 

well wooded appearance owing to frequent hedgerow trees and the small size of the enclosed fields.  

Stands of beech and Scots pine are found in lowland estates, but also form striking features in more 

exposed coastal and upland landscapes. 

Trees and woodland are vulnerable to removal to accommodate new development, damage from 

browsing animals, and important wet woodland is vulnerable to drainage.  The predominance of ash 

trees in hedgerows is a cause for significant concern with the onset of ash dieback (resulting from 

the Chalara fraxinea fungus).  On the other hand, levels of woodland cover could increase in the 

future, either inadvertently through farm abandonment and reversion to scrub/ woodland, or 

deliberately through incentivising woodland planting schemes and as a means of mitigating the 

effects of development in the landscape. 

 

 

 
Field boundaries, such as stone walling in the Kingdom of Mourne, are critical to the landscape pattern and 

structure. 

The characterising influence of trees and woodland could be maintained through ensuring that new 

developments incorporate native woodland planting and tree stands, by encouraging land managers 

to retain hedgerow saplings, encouraging species diversity to mitigate against tree disease, and to 

resist the felling of existing trees and woodland to accommodate new development.  

In more upland landscapes, coniferous forestry could be better accommodated if designed to 

integrate with landforms, mimicking natural patterns of woodland growth rather than geometrical 

forms aligned to land ownership boundaries, and if intermingled with native woodland planting.  

Upland landscapes of the Mournes and Slieve Croob are characteristically unforested, and craggy 

skylines are generally vulnerable to the softening effects of blanket forestry.  Upland órewildingô and 

the significant expansion of native woodland cover in upland areas, if possible, would undoubtably 

be a significant change to the character of the upland landscape, and one which may not be 

perceived as beneficial by all.  However, it is likely that expansion of native woodland in the lower 

hills slopes and enclosed valleys extending into upland areas would contribute positively to 

landscape character, with potential benefits to biodiversity, habitat creation and flood alleviation. 
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A mature beech tree is a characterful feature of the Mourne and Slieve Croob Farmed Foothills. 

Traditional buildings in the Ring of Gullion  

Development 

Development in the context of this landscape character assessment typically refers to housing 

development and settlement expansion.  The NILCA 2000 identified new housing development as 

a source of landscape change in many landscape areas, and this continues to be a critical issue. 

Traditional rural dwellings appeared to be a relatively common feature of the landscape at the time 

of the NILCA 2000 assessment, while now they are relatively few in number.  Traditional dwellings 

may be small, poorly sited, damp and badly insulated, and it is understandable that the construction 

of replacement modern dwellings may be preferred to the attempted modernisation of older ones. 

Nevertheless, the sight of a derelict cottage close to a newly built one is familiar within the district 

and can adversely affect landscape qualities especially if seen in high numbers. 

In addition to the abandonment and replacement of older rural buildings, there has been ongoing 

demand for new property development beyond settlement limits, particularly in locations around 

Newry, the Ring of Gullion and Kingdom of Mourne.  It is commonly observed throughout the district 

that the design and scale of many new dwellings has little regard to landscape context, often 

adopting architectural styles more in keeping with urban environments.  Together with large lawns 

and exotic garden planting, the cumulative effect of multiple developments can be suburbanising, 

with a loss of coherence to the rural landscape. 

 

Newer rural housing development has become a characteristic of the Ring of Gullion countryside.  






































































































































































































































































































































