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Location and Context 

The Upland Farmland Landscape Character Type in Moray is represented by one area of 
mid-elevation, coastal uplands, to the north-east of the Spey. The character type is 
positioned between the Low Forested Hills to the north and Upland Farmed Valleys to the 
south-west. To the east, it transitions into the Low Hills and Basins and Farmed and Wooded 
River Valley. To the south, it merges into the Farmed Moorland Edge. 

Key Characteristics  

 Broad shallow valleys. 

 Large scale, open landscape with a simple vegetation pattern. 

 Predominance of farming in valleys and the central basin.  

 Backdrop to farmland provided by the Low Forested Hills, with steeper north and 
western sides and shallow southern and eastern slopes, covered with extensive 
conifer forests, and simple, undulating skyline. 

 Broad, sweeping, rectilinear fields of the central farmland, interspersed with patches 
of smaller fields, peaty soils, marginal pastures and small plantations. 

 Relatively well settled farmland area, with an even distribution of farms accessed by 
a network of rural roads. 

 Small farmsteads often partially enclosed by isolated woodland pockets. 

 Views from top areas to Cairngorms and higher moorland edges to south, and to east 
across Buchan plain.  

 Limited visual diversity. 
 

Landscape Character Description 

Landform 

The landform of the Upland Farmland Landscape Character Type comprises the broad 
shallow short valleys, lower areas of the low, broad, gently undulating and widely spaced 
Low Forested Hills, which are the far northern and eastern margins of a large upland 
landmass descending from the Cairngorms. The bedrock of this land mass is exposed as 
cliffs at the nearby coastline. The area is probably at the eastern extent of the last glaciation, 
and the gentle rounded hills and valleys show little obvious sign of glacial activity.  
 

Landcover 

The farming area encompasses the broad shallow valleys largely lying to the north of the 
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River Isla, draining to the east via this river. Radiating out from this area, farming extends 
into the shallow valleys between the forested hills. Improved pasture is mixed with large 
areas of arable land, often in large scale, recently amalgamated, rectilinear fields. In some 
areas there is a patchwork of small rectangular and irregular fields of mainly pasture and 
rough grass, associated with older, smaller farms and small holdings. Relatively small 
pockets of native woodland exist, usually associated with settlement. On higher slopes, in 
pockets between forests, are small areas of heather moorland, and peaty soils and bog 
occur in poorer drained land. The less intensively used upper slopes retain relicts of late 
prehistoric, medieval and more recent settlement. 

Settlement  

The area is accessible and reasonably well settled, with small scale, frequent farms 
scattered in the central area and valleys, often partially enclosed by woodland pockets. Mills 
and distilleries provide an occasional reminder of the rural economy of the area in the later 
19th Century. A network of local and major roads is concentrated around Keith, the only 
town, and roads typically radiate outwards in all direction to passes between hill tops. Keith 
retains its historic, intimate, planned core, distilleries and bonded warehouses. New 
development on the edge of the town is relatively prominent in this open landscape. Similar 
to the road network, pylon lines are concentrated within this area, focussing centrally on 
Blackhillock substation (currently expanding) the number of which can be regular features in 
views. Wind turbines, modern farm structures and houses are occasional but prominent 
features.  

Perception  

There are expansive views across open farmland. The eye is drawn to the large scale, 
undulating form of the skyline to the north, with its occasional conical summits, conifer-clad 
hill tops, and valley passes, and landmark hills in adjoining landscapes, including the Bin of 
Cullen, Knock Hill and Meikle Balloch, seen from settlement and roads. On the elevated 
western periphery of this area, there are far-reaching views from passes to the coastal plain 
to the east, as well as views to moorland edge and mountains to the south from higher 
areas.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This is one of 390 Landscape Character Types identified at a scale of 1:50 000 as part of a 

national programme of Landscape Character Assessment republished in 2019. 

The area covered by this Landscape Character Type was originally included in the Moray and 

Nairn LCA (Turnbull Jeffrey Partnership), published 1998; and by Inner Moray Firth, Inverness 

and North-Western Moray Landscape Character Assessments Review (Deb Munro 

Environmental Consultant), published March 2015. 
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more stable parts of the coast. The wetlands and much of the Loch of Spynie which covered 

the coastal plain have disappeared due to 18th Century drainage and reclamation schemes, 

while the large open fields evident in this area are a result of modern agricultural practices.  

Further inland the larger settlements are as nucleated as they were in the medieval period, 

but the dispersed farmsteads which formerly existed on the higher ground have largely been 

abandoned. In their place are heather grouse moors and conifer forests. 

 

Before 1750, the landscape is likely to have been dominated by fermtouns based within an 

open-field system with runrig wherever arable agriculture, mixed with the keeping of cattle, 

was possible. The woodlands would have been carefully managed where they still existed or 

after 1700 were planted anew by visionary landholders. Within this farmed and woodland 

environment were the buildings of the landed gentry and burgh magnates: castles, 

towerhouses, mansions and town houses, each with their own area of green space, whether 

it be parkland or ground. 

 

Across the Laich and the bordering rolling hills a little of this pre-1750 pattern survives. The 

smaller farms of the hillsides, like those immediately south and west of Strath Nairn, north of 

Keith and across towards Marnoch, are presumed to be built upon the sites of their 

predecessors, inheriting the broad divisions between arable and grazing lands rather than the 

specific field boundaries. Certain features even date back to the 12th Century – the 

establishment and growth of small market towns, castles and their environs, and the church.   

 

The pattern of land use changed dramatically after 1750. The open fields were gradually swept 

away and enclosed, often within very regular field boundaries, as around Gordonstoun and 

Altyre. The pattern of land use changed in other ways too. In the 19th Century people were 

moved to “more favourable” homes, either on the estate home-farm or in new villages. The 

lands immediately around country houses were extensively landscaped and changed. Some 

larger estates, such as Brodie, planted and altered a greater extent of the wider landscape, 

often to focus views from the core of the landscape towards distant natural landmarks.   

 

A key contributor to 19th Century change was the arrival of the main railway lines to Elgin in 

the 1850s, and the southern Dava and Speyside routes in the 1860s. New towns grew around 

new “industrial” centres – particularly around the whisky distilleries, many of which were built 

alongside the new railways for ease of distribution. Small towns continued to function and, in 

certain instances, grew dramatically, taking advantage of easier communication and trade 

routes – as at Elgin and Keith. 

 

Since the early 20th Century, new large-scale land-use changes such as military air bases, 

extensive afforestation, out-of-town business parks, wind farms, expansion of towns and 

sporadic housing development in rural areas have begun to change the rural character of the 

area. Since the 1970s, the ongoing closure and redevelopment of smaller farms has resulted 

in large new houses or groups of houses starting to change the character of areas that were 

once the preserve of traditional farmsteads. Nevertheless, Moray and Nairn is still relatively 

dependent on farming and fishing, supporting a rural economy as it would have done over 

4,000 years ago. But the intensity with which this way of life is maintained today is very 

different to that of the late Neolithic/Early Bronze Age. 
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Very few deep sea boats run from the area now. Most of the fishing in the area is shellfish-

based and inshore, prawns, scallops and lobster feature highly, as does squid.  

 

Aquaculture has not become established in this area. Inland there is considerable line fishing 

for trout and salmon but that is addressed under the Tourism and Recreation section. 

 

Energy generation and utilities 

Like much of Scotland, renewable energy projects have become more prevalent in the last 

couple of decades and this seems likely to continue. 

 

A demonstration offshore site is operational in the Moray Firth and two offshore wind farms 

adjacent to this are likely to be built in the next few years. Linked to this there will probably be 

substations and overhead wires, and pylons linked to a submarine connection between 

Caithness and Moray, focussing on Keith. 

 

There are already more than 25 wind farms within this area. These include large developments 

at Dava Moor and a considerable number of single or small groups of small- to medium-sized 

turbines, especially in the foothills inland, for instance near Rothes. 

 

There is also a biomass- fired combined heat and power (CHP) plant built at Rothes which 

uses a combination of whisky distillery by-products and wood chips, generating enough energy 

to supply around 9000 homes as well as heat. There has been recent interest in solar farming 
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in the area and permission has been granted for 20MW solar farm near Urquhart to take 

advantage of the good sunlight level in the area. 

 

Mineral extraction – coastal and inland stone  

Hopeman Sandstone has been extracted in areas such as Quarrelwood for centuries to be 

used in building, and this continues in a limited level to this day. Clashach sandstone has 

some recognition in the building trade and is used in restoration and new-build projects, across 

Scotland and internationally. There is also some sand, aggregates, cobbles and limestone 

extraction. Historically, small scale iron extraction occurred across the area but this was never 

at a level that would be profitable after the industrial revolution and most had declined before 

then.  

 

In recent years mineral extraction has increased in Moray, averaging approximately 330,000 

tonnes per year. This is projected to continue over the next decade with three new quarries 

approved and another under consideration. The demand for minerals is resulting from major 

infrastructure projects, such as the A96 dualling and settlement expansion. 

 

At one point Lecht Mine was largest manganese mine in Scotland. It was opened in the 1730’s, 

initially as an iron ore mine then reopened as a manganese mine. However it was not 

competitive against imported manganese and closed before the 1900’s. 

 

Transport  

In Moray and Nairn the key transport links are the A96, the trunk road that goes between 

Inverness and Aberdeen, and the railway which follows a similar route. There are limited A 

roads in the area, most connecting the towns along the coast with towns further inland. These 

roads still follow historic routes down the river valleys with bridging points across the rivers, 

this can make them vulnerable to the effects of flooding and many of the bridges have been 

replaced repeatedly. Other key routes include the coastal route, and the A98 through Buckie 

and Portsoy. Traditionally these road have gone through the centre of the towns along them 

and in some instances, like Elgin and Nairn, this is still the case. In others such as Fochabers 

and Forres bypasses have been built allowing heavy freight to avoid the towns. At present, 

there is limited dual carriageway and the main roads can emphasise a feeling of rurality due 

to their winding nature; there is, however, a plan to upgrade the entire length of the A96 to 

dual carriageway by 2030 with bypasses built where practical as part of this.  

 

Outwith the main A roads the B and C roads are very narrow, in some parts single track and 

accessing the upland areas can be slow and dangerous in the winter. The area is linked to 

two international airports (Aberdeen and Inverness) by the A96 and the railway which has 

improved its accessibility to visitors, although it is still limited for goods transport. 

 

Tourism and Recreation   

Tourism is an important industry in Nairn and Moray. It became a popular area in the 19th 

Century when its proximity to the Highlands increased the number and use of game estates. 

The introduction of the railway to the area increased its popularity with the upper-middle 

classes as well as the landed gentry and resulted in the development of some of the coastal 

towns as popular resorts due to the good climate. Today, the historical and natural heritage of 
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the area is a key attraction with the castles and religious monuments attracting visitors as well 

as both marine and land based outdoor recreation opportunities. Wildlife watching is popular, 

especially around Spey Bay; and long distance paths, cycling and canoeing are all promoted 

down the Spey and other rivers. In recent years the whisky industry has been used to promote 

the area. The Whisky Trail links distilleries and inland towns in a scenic fashion and is currently 

heavily promoted in local tourist information centres. Game and course fishing (salmon and 

declining quantities of trout) utilise much of the upland areas of the district. In the upper parts 

of the rivers, fishing huts and permanent access points on the bank, as well as the associated 

estate maintenance, can give a more cultivated character to the banks, while tracks increase 

accessibility. Golf courses are a frequently-seen feature along the coast of Moray and Nairn, 

particularly in the links areas adjacent to its historic resorts. 

 

Settlement  

The settlement pattern of Moray and Nairn is dominated by the three ‘industries’ of fishing, 

mills for grinding and power, and distilleries. A number of these are planned settlements. The 

main towns such as Elgin, Nairn, Keith and Forres developed into market towns and flourished 

with the expansion of the railway system, improvements in agriculture and the growth of 

tourism. The towns of the area have expanded significantly in recent years, often 

accommodating substantial areas of new housing and, more recently, industry on their fringes.    

 

Planned Settlements  

Many of the towns and villages within Moray and Nairn were originally planned by enterprising 

landowners mainly during the 18th Century, and included some of the fishing villages as well 

as inland villages. They were designed to be laid out to a traditional pattern of parallel streets 

and connecting roads. The inland planned villages included New Keith, which was established 

about 1750 by the Earl of Findlater, and the new Fochabers, which was created in 1776 by 

the Duke of Gordon by removing the inhabitants of the old village from his castle policies. Like 

many of the planned settlements in Moray, Fochabers straddles a main road and is laid out 

as an east-west parallelogram. As with all planned towns, the heart of the settlement is the 

square which is usually dominated by a church. Other planned villages were established even 

further inland. Charlestown of Aberlour was created in 1812 and Dufftown in 1817 – both of 

which became prosperous distillery villages. The new town of Cullen, laid out in the 1820s to 

a grid pattern, and which sits on the higher land above the seaport, is one of the best and most 

openly designed of the planned towns in the area. The larger settlement of Forres is of 

particular architectural interest, being established as an ancient Royal Burgh and laid out to a 

traditional medieval pattern, with the high street broadening out into a triangular market place 

and dominated by the 1844 Mercat Cross. The well-preserved and compact core and 

prominence of spires and monuments of these settlements makes an important contribution 

to the landscape of Moray and Nairn. 

 

The structure and buildings of these planned settlements are generally well preserved due to 

the use of stone to construct housing. This contrasts with the traditional clay, turf and timber 

dwellings which have mostly disappeared from the landscape. Although well-designed, and 

often including small industry and harbours for employment, the move of inhabitants to these 

settlements was not entirely benign and depopulation from the area, especially the rural 

districts, increased as people relocated to the industrial Central Belt and further afield. 
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13 UPLAND FARMLAND (8) 

13.1 Introduction  

The Upland Farmland occurs in a single area within Moray. This landscape comprises 
extensive gently undulating farmland centred on the shallow valleys of the Isla and its 
tributaries as well as sparsely settled, predominantly forested broad plateaux and more 
pronounced hills. The more extensive areas of settled farmland have been retained as 
landscape character type 8: Upland Farmland with a sub-division defined as 8a: Broad 
Forested Hills within Upland Farmland.   

13.1.1 Operational/consented wind farms  

Operational single turbines at Balnamoon and Myreton Crossroads (70-80m high) and 
four turbines on the south-west facing slopes of Lurg Hill (89-92m high) are located in 
relative proximity to each other in this landscape character type. A number of single and 
small groups of small turbines are located close to Mulben. The Edintore wind farm, 
which is currently under construction, also lies within this landscape character type. 
 
The operational Hill of Towie wind farm, located in the adjacent Upland Forested Hills 
(9) is clearly visible from this character type. The consented Aultmore wind farm located 
in the Broad Forested Hills within Upland Farmland (8a) will lie close to the Upland 
Farmland.  

13.2 Description and summary of sensitivity  

The Upland Farmland landscape character type encompasses the broad shallow 
valleys largely lying to the north of the River Isla. This landscape has a simple land 
cover of open farmland with large fields of pasture predominantly enclosed by post and 
wire fences. There is an even distribution of farms across this extensive area, accessed 
by a close network of minor roads. This landscape is edged by the densely forested 
broad upland plateaux and more pronounced hill tops of the Broad Forested Hills within 
the Upland Farmland (8a) which forms a low dark backdrop to more settled and open 
farmland. Bin of Cullen, Meikle Balloch and Knock Hill form distinctive ‘landmark’ 
features from the Upland Farmland. While some key characteristics of this landscape 
could relate to larger development typologies, the presence of an even dispersal of 
small farms and houses and the potential for cumulative effects with large turbines sited 
both in this landscape and adjoining landscapes increases sensitivity. 
  
There would be a High sensitivity to turbines >50m high. Sensitivity would be High-
medium for the small-medium typology (turbines 35-50m high) and Medium-low for the 
small typology (turbines 20-35m high).  

13.2.1 Potential cumulative issues  

The operational single but large turbines sited on Lurg Hill and close to Grange 
Crossroads are widely visible across most of this landscape character type. Operational 
and consented wind farms at Hill of Towie and Aultmore have/will have an additional 
strong influence on views. Key cumulative landscape and visual issues include:  
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 Multiple single turbines associated with the majority of land holdings across this 
well-settled landscape would result in significant visual clutter and confusion and 
would detract from the character of this landscape. Turbines >35m will create this 
effect more quickly than smaller turbines.  

 Large turbines visible on every hill top/forested plateau within the adjacent Broad 
Forest Hills within Upland Farmland (8a) would be likely to have a dominant and 
overwhelming effect on this character type and have cumulative effects with 
turbines located in this character type.  

 Potential sequential cumulative visual effects on views from the A95 through 
Moray and into Aberdeenshire where a number of operational wind farms and 
small groups of tall turbines are sited (the screening provided by ridges and hills 
on the Aberdeenshire/Moray border limits inter-visibility).   

 An absence of rationale which could occur between consented wind farms clearly 
associated with the simpler, more expansive Broad Forested Hills and within 
Upland Farmland (8a) and the same size of turbines sited in this character type – 
this occurs already in the Grange Crossroads area.  

 Variations in the type and size of any single or small group of turbines proposed 
within this landscape. 

13.2.2 Constraints  

 The presence of small features such as farms and houses and enclosed fields 
and woodlands which provided ready scale references.  

 Cumulative effects with larger turbines in the adjacent Broad Forested Hills 
within Upland Farmland (8a)  

 The openness of this landscape which allows extensive views. 
 Views of the distinctive landmark hills in this and adjoining landscapes which 

include the Bin of Cullen, Meikle Balloch and Knock Hill. 
 Potential cumulative landscape and visual effects associated with multiple 

developments of the large, medium and small-medium typologies where they 
could exacerbate visual clutter around Keith and in the north-east of this 
character type where existing large turbines and transmission lines are present.    

13.2.3 Opportunities  

 The simple, gently undulating landform and overall medium scale of this 
landscape which could best relate to the size of smaller typologies.     

13.3 Guidance for development  

No scope has been identified for wind turbines over 50m high in this landscape.  
 
There is some limited scope for the small-medium typology (turbines 35-50m) to be 
accommodated in this character type. Turbines of this size should be located on broad, 
more gently undulating slopes, avoiding impact on the landmark hills. The potential for 
cumulative effects to arise with operational wind farms, single turbines and transmission 
lines is likely to severely restrict opportunities for this typology. The regular distribution 
of settlement across this landscape also offers a potential constraint given the 
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significant cumulative effects that could arise if a number of farms/land holdings 
featured a turbine of this size.  
   
There are increased opportunities to site the small typology (turbines 20-35m) in this 
landscape in order to minimise potential cumulative effects with operational/consented 
larger turbines sited in this landscape and the adjacent Broad Forested Hills within 
Upland Farmland (8a). Multiple turbines of this height could also be accommodated 
more successfully in terms of reducing visual clutter and dominance across this open 
and well-settled landscape. Turbines should be sited on gentler slopes above fields and 
on slight ridges and terraces which often occur below woodlands. They should avoid 
being sited close to operational/consented wind farms and large turbines.  
 
Detailed guidance on the siting of smaller turbines is set out in Appendix D.  
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Although landform is broad and gently rolling, the 

presence of a regular pattern of farms, small woodlands 

and other settlement reduces landscape scale. 
 

Existing tall single and small groups of wind turbines 

form prominent features within the northern parts of this 

landscape.  

Knock Hill forms a landmark in views from both this 

landscape and from neighbouring Aberdeenshire. 
 
 

Smaller wind turbines are generally associated with 

farms  

 




