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Your comments
Barratt North Scotland (Barratt Homes) are responding to the Aberdeenshire Main Issues Report (MIR) in
respect of Site GR116 at Old Skene Road, Kirkton of Skene, seeking its inclusion in the Proposed Local
Development Plan (Proposed Plan) as a future housing site. The submission seeks the removal of the Old
Skene Road site from the countryside and inclusion of the site within the settlement boundary with a
designation for residential development for 45 new homes for development within the first plan period.
The site owners, Dunecht Estates, have entered into an agreement with Barratt Homes to take this site forward
through the planning process to development on the ground. Barratt Homes is an award winning House
Builder with a proven track record of delivering quality housing developments within Aberdeenshire and across
Scotland. The Home Builders Federation (HBF) recently awarded Barratt the maximum 5 Star housebuilder
rating for the 10th year in a row, and they are the only major developer to achieve this. The involvement of
Barratt Homes at this early stage in the site promotion exercise demonstrates developer commitment to this
location and adds to the overall effectiveness of the site, which will be a key consideration for Aberdeenshire
Council in assessing housing sites.
The site has an indicative capacity of approximately 45 units. A number of plans accompany the submission
document to illustrate how this capacity has been reached. Appendix 1 – Figure 1 illustrates the key site
considerations, while an indicative landscape development framework plan is included within Appendix 1 –
Figure 2.
It is also important to note that during the promotion of the site through the last LDP (Site Ref: Ga018), the
Council clearly acknowledged within the MIR (2013) that ‘the site is well screened by vegetation’. This same
level of screening and associated woodland has not changed, as such the proposals will remain well screened
and would not have any negative impact on the nearby listed buildings.
A Landscape and Visual Appraisal (LVA) supports this representation (Appendix 1 of this submission), and
concludes that the site would not impact on the setting of the countryside or listed buildings, would avoid
coalescence, and would preserve and enhance the identity, character and setting of Kirkton of Skene. The
LVA confirms that the proposed layout of the residential development safeguards the vista from the east,
towards the Category B listed Skene Parish Church. Further commentary is provided within Section 4 of this
report.
There is ample capacity in Skene Primary School to accommodate the likely additional educational
requirements arising from a development of the scale envisaged for this site. Further justification is set out
within Section 4 of the submitted report. The report also provides a detailed site description and an initial
analysis of technical matters.
The delivery of 45 new homes will help sustain the range of important existing services within Kirkton of Skene,
supplying new customers to the shop and pub to ensure they continue to make a positive contribution to the
village community in the long term.

The submitted representation clearly demonstrates the effectiveness and deliverability of the site and
concludes that the site is suitable for inclusion within the Proposed Local Development Plan for residential
use. This representation should also be read in conjunction with wider Barratt Homes representations to the
Aberdeenshire MIR.
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1.

Executive Summary

1.1.

Barratt North Scotland (Barratt Homes) are responding to the Aberdeenshire Main Issues Report (MIR) in
respect of Site GR116 at Old Skene Road, Kirkton of Skene, for inclusion in the Proposed Local
Development Plan (Proposed Plan) as a future housing site. This submission seeks the removal of the
Old Skene Road site from the countryside and inclusion of the site within the settlement boundary with a
designation for residential development for 45 new homes for development within the first plan period.

1.2.

The site owners, Dunecht Estates, have entered into an agreement with Barratt Homes to take this site
forward through the planning process to development on the ground. Barratt Homes is an award winning
House Builder with a proven track record of delivering quality housing developments within Aberdeenshire
and across Scotland. The Home Builders Federation (HBF) recently awarded Barratt the maximum 5 Star
housebuilder rating for the 10th year in a row, and they are the only major developer to achieve this. The
involvement of Barratt Homes at this early stage in the site promotion exercise demonstrates developer
commitment to this location and adds to the overall effectiveness of the site, which will be a key
consideration for Aberdeenshire Council in assessing housing sites.

1.3.

The site has an indicative capacity of approximately 45 units. A number of plans accompany this document
to illustrate how this capacity has been reached. Appendix 1 – Figure 1 illustrates the key site
considerations, while an indicative landscape development framework plan is included within Appendix 1
– Figure 2.

1.4.

It is also important to note that during the promotion of the site though the last LDP (Site Ref: Ga018), the
Council clearly acknowledged within the MIR (2013) that ‘the site is well screened by vegetation’. This
same level of screening and associated woodland has not changed, as such the proposals will remain well
screened and would not have any negative impact on the nearby listed buildings.

1.5.

A Landscape and Visual Appraisal (LVA) supports this representation (Appendix 1 of this submission), and
concludes that the site would not impact on the setting of the countryside or listed buildings, would avoid
coalescence, and would preserve and enhance the identity, character and setting of Kirkton of Skene. The
LVA confirms that the proposed layout of the residential development safeguards the vista from the east,
towards the Category B listed Skene Parish Church. Further commentary is provided within Section 4 of
this report.

1.6.

There is ample capacity in Skene Primary School to accommodate the likely additional educational
requirements arising from a development of the scale envisaged for this site. Further justification is set out
within Section 4 of this report. This response to the MIR also provides a detailed site description and an
initial analysis of technical matters.

1.7.

The delivery of 45 new homes will help sustain the range of important existing services within Kirkton of
Skene, supplying new customers to the shop and pub to ensure they continue to make a positive
contribution to the village community in the long term.
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1.8.

The report clearly demonstrates the effectiveness and deliverability of the site and concludes that the site
is suitable for inclusion within the Proposed Local Development Plan for residential use. This
representation should also be read in conjunction with wider Barratt Homes representations to the
Aberdeenshire MIR.
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2.

Introduction

2.1.

Savills Planning is pleased to submit this representation on behalf of Barratt Homes to the Aberdeenshire
Main Issues Report (MIR) consultation. This report promotes a proposed housing site (GR116) at Old
Skene Road in Kirkton of Skene for inclusion in the Proposed LDP (a site location plan is contained in
Appendix 1 - Figure 1).

2.2.

In support of the proposed site allocation a Landscape and Visual Appraisal (Appendix 1) has been
prepared by VLM Landscape Design and is submitted to demonstrate how this site can be successfully
developed.

2.3.

ECS Transport Planning Ltd (ECS) have undertaken technical work to support new residential allocations
in the wider Westhill transport network and have supplied commentary relevant to this submission.

2.4.

Furthermore an assessment of education and housing land supply has been carried out and considers
potential mitigation measures that may be required to enable development to proceed. Summaries of the
key site considerations are contained within Section 4 of this report. Commentary is also included about
the overall acceptability of the site in land use terms for housing as well as commentary about the site
effectiveness, with reference to Planning Advice Note (PAN) 2/2010.

2.5.

This site (Site Ref: Ga018) was first promoted in 2013 through the extant Aberdeenshire Local
Development Plan. Within the MIR (2013), the Council acknowledged the site was well screened and in
scale with the village of Kirkton of Skene. Notwithstanding, the Council considered the proposals would
cause capacity issues for Skene Primary, and on this basis the Council rejected the proposals.

2.6.

Furthermore, the bid (Site Ref: Ga018) was not included in the Schedule 4 documentation and
subsequently not forwarded to Scottish Government Reporter for consideration at Proposed Plan stage.
The Reporter chose to allocate a number of small-scale sites across the Aberdeen Housing Market Area
and Barratt Homes believe that this site would have been allocated to provide much needed private and
affordable homes had it been before the Reporter for consideration, particularly at a time when the Reporter
acknowledged that delivery rates were below previous expectations.

2.7.

During the current local development plan review, the site was first promoted for residential development
through the ‘Call for Sites’ exercise in March 2018, which signalled the first stages of the local development
plan review. This response to the MIR follows up on that initial submission, with Section 4 of this report
addressing the Council’s concerns in terms of impacts on nearby listed buildings and education capacity.

Barratt North Scotland

April 2019

3

Land South West of Old Skene Road, Kirkton of Skene
Response to Aberdeenshire Main Issues Report

3.

Site Context

Site Description
3.1.

The site lies at the southern edge of the village of Kirkton of Skene, adjoining the settlement boundary.
Kirkton of Skene has a good range of services and facilities for its size including a village shop, village
hall, a pub, church, primary school and play park.

3.2.

The site is bounded to the immediate north by an existing residential development of 20 homes, developed
by Barratt Homes at Kesson Gardens; while mature wooded grounds to the former Kirkton House Estate
bound the site to the south. The built structures within the Kirkton House grounds form a large cluster, the
grounds are perceived to form part of the village and essentially form the extent of the urban edge. The
Old Skene Road and a woodland belt define the eastern boundary and the former driveway into the Kirkton
House grounds defines the western boundary.

3.3.

The site consists of grass and some areas of scrub along the southern fringes and has not been subject
to any previous development. A SUDS basin, serving the recent Barratt development, is located within the
southern corner to the site, near to the walled garden. The topography of the site is generally flat., however
the site slopes down in a generally southern direction from a high point of approximately 121m above
Ordnance Datum (OAD) at the northern point of the site to a low point of approximately 118m AOD at the
southern boundary.

3.4.

The site is well within the 400m prescribed walking distances from bus stops specified by Planning Advice
Note (PAN) 75 ‘Planning for Transport’. The existing access from Kesson Gardens was designed to
accommodate additional development in this location.

3.5.

There are two bus stops around 0.5 miles (5 minute walk) to the west of the site adjacent to the playing
fields. These are served by Stagecoach bus routes 220, X17 and 218. The buses pass along the Old
Skene Road to the north of the site and in that respect there is scope for a new bus stop within 400m of
the site.

3.6.

The site is within 400m of the village centre and amenities via the core path running westwards along Old
Skene Road. A dedicated off-road pedestrian and cycle core path runs past the frontage of the site and
along Old Skene Road and eastwards into Westhill. In addition there are good cycle routes from the site
towards the neighbouring settlements to the west, north and south.

3.7.

The site is currently designated within the ‘countryside’, however given its size, location and self contained
nature it is not considered that the allocation of the site to accommodate a sensitive development of a
manageable scale would have a negative impact on the surrounding landscape. In fact, residential
development of the site would provide an opportunity to create a new, long term and defensible boundary
at this eastern edge of the village . Residential development on the site would be self contained and would
not create a precedent for subsequent future urban expansion here. The indicative landscape
development plan at Appendix 1 - Figure 4 clearly shows the potential for the site to round off the urban
area at this location and to create a defensible countryside boundary.
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3.8.

PAN 2/2010 ‘Affordable Housing and Housing Land Audits’ identifies a criteria based approach for the
release of further housing land through the consideration of planning applications. The effectiveness
criteria are also useful to consider in the release of further sites for housing through the local development
plan review.

3.9.

The effectiveness criteria set out in paragraph 55 of the PAN are discussed in the Table below.

PAN 2/2010 Effectiveness Criteria
Ownership

Physical

Contamination
Deficit Funding
Marketability

Infrastructure
Land Use

3.10.

The site is within the control of Dunecht Estates who are
willing to release it for residential development. Barratt
North Scotland are the preferred developer and have an
option on the land.
There are no known insurmountable physical
constraints relating to slope, access, flooding or ground
conditions affecting the site that would make it
unsuitable for residential development.
Work undertaken to date on ground conditions does not
identify any contamination issues.
Barratt North Scotland are part of the Barratt Group; no
public or bank finance is required to make residential
development on the site economically viable.
Based upon preliminary work undertaken to date,
Barratt considers that there is a demand for housing in
this area and that the site can be substantially, if not
wholly, developed by 2025.
There are no known abnormal infrastructure issues that
require to be addressed to allow development of the
site.
The site is located immediately adjacent to an
established residential area, on the edge of the existing
settlement, residential use of the site is therefore
consistent with the wider pattern of land use in the area.
The site is also within easy reach of other ancillary land
uses such as schools, public transport etc.

In order to demonstrate the suitability of the site for housing and its viability for development, a number of
technical and environmental inputs have been completed. The next section of this report contains a
summary in relation to the scope and findings of these technical inputs.
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4.

Technical Site Assessment

4.1.

This section of the report contains a summary of a number of technical and environmental inputs that have
been completed recently in order to establish clearly the effectiveness of the site. For reference, the full
LVA is appended to this submission.

4.2.

Within the Kirkton of Skene settlement statement of the MIR, the Council identify two main reasons why
the site was not preferred as follows:
·
·

4.3.

Development would negatively effect the setting of a number of nearby listed buildings, particularly the
B-listed Skene Parish Church and views from the east.
Development of this scale is likely to affect capacity at Skene Primary School.

Both of these reasons are fully addressed below under both the Landscape and Housing and Education
Assessment headings, demonstrating that a residential allocation at Old Skene Road in Kirkton of Skene
can be progressed with no significant negative impacts.

Landscape
4.4.

VLM Landscape Design Ltd undertook a Landscape and Visual Appraisal (Appendix 1 of this submission)
to consider the landscape and visual impacts likely to arise from a future housing development on the Site.
This section aims to draw out the opportunities and constraints of the site (MIR reference GR116) which
have been derived from the rigorous assessment of potential landscape and visual effects and in turn will
inform the decision making process and guide development to the right place. Thereby achieving quality
residential environments as prescribed in the strategic objectives and vision of the LDP. Figure 4 of the
LVA sets out an indicative Landscape Development Framework Plan (LDFP).

4.5.

The site lies adjacent to but outwith the settlement boundary for Kirkton of Skene, as defined within the
Aberdeenshire LDP (2017), and as such has ‘countryside’ status. The existing urban/rural interface
between settlement and countryside is rather abrupt and relatively weak in that it relies on rear garden
boundary features and a post and wire fence with scattered young specimen trees to provide a long term
defensible settlement boundary. It is considered a sensitive approach to the site planning would enhance
the ancient tree belt along the northern boundary and extend woodland planting like a green buffer along
the open south-eastern boundary where it would merge with the mature tree cover across the former
Kirkton House estate. With the introduction of these new and enhanced visual and physical features and
in conjunction with a new amenity area on the eastern fringes, which itself would be the subject of a detailed
landscape strategy, these components would create an easily read physical relationship between the
developed settlement and the open countryside to the east. Figure 4 of the LVA illustrates the landscaping
proposals.
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4.6.

This is advocated in SPP, in the context of Green Belt boundaries, paragraph 162 states, “inner boundaries
should not be drawn too tightly around the urban edge, but where appropriate should create an area
suitable for planned development between the existing settlement edge and green belt boundary.”
Paragraph 162 continues, “Green belt boundaries should be clearly identifiable on the ground using strong
visual or physical landscape features such as rivers, tree belts, railways or main roads. Hedges and field
enclosures will rarely provide a sufficiently robust boundary.”

4.7.

In addition, to positively address the interface between ‘town’ and ‘country’ a small-scale residential
development arranged around a series of courtyards and shared surfaces would be proposed. Urban form
would loosen towards the eastern fringe with outward-looking dwellings within large grounds arranged in
an ad-hoc manner and overlooking the new area of green space. Within this context, it is predicted that
development of the site would not prejudice the qualities of the countryside nor increase coalescence with
Westhill, but rather be seen to strengthen and reinforce the settlement boundary and context of the village

4.8.

The officers’ concerns within the MIR site overview (Site Ref: GR116) regarding the setting of listed
buildings in close proximity to the site can also be appropriately mitigated through sensitive design. Figure
4 of the LVA shows how stepping built form back from Kesson Gardens corridor and introducing a linear
area of grassland, framed by some sensitively selected semi-mature specimen tree planting. This would
effectively allow a channelled vista to open up towards the Category B listed Skene Parish Church and
inter-visibility of the church with the wider countryside to the east to be maintained. Furthermore, Figure 2
of the LVIA and in particular Viewpoint 2 illustrates this point. Similarly, a linear swathe of grassland and
wildflower meadows, planted with woodland and riparian planting would extend from the new park along
the southern periphery, and augment existing tree cover on the fringes of the former Kirkton House estate.
This would create an attractive green buffer between the setting to the C-listed walled garden and to a
lesser degree to the B-listed Kirkton House which is set back into the former estate grounds.

4.9.

Due to the site’s gateway location, it is considered that the proposal also offers a unique opportunity to
improve the gateway into Kirkton of Skene from the east. Currently, this entrance into the village is not
distinguishable and in stark contrast to the western gateway which is signified by lengths of stone walls,
gate piers and the West Lodge associated with the former Kirkton House estate. The site’s northern
boundary is defined by an ancient unmanaged woodland belt and a dilapidated stone wall. These remnant
features reflect the historic past and former estate character once prevalent across the setting to Kirkton
of Skene. By enhancing and extending these features and with the potential addition of boundary features
and formal hedge planting, the site presents a real opportunity to create a highly attractive edge to the
village.

4.10.

By building upon the site’s inherent key features such as the stone walls and the strong visual and physical
relationship with the urban settlement edge, as well as drawing upon the characteristics of the more
secluded woodland context to the immediate north and south, a high quality development would be realised
and would be seen to effectively round off the built form to Kirkton of Skene, whilst creating a distinctive
place with a strong identity. This is advocated in Designing Places, PAN 67 and PAN 83, where context,
identity and place are fundamental issues in designing new environments for people to live.
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Summary
4.11.

Following a comprehensive investigation, it is considered that in both landscape and visual terms the site
is appropriate for future housing and would achieve the planning objectives for the village as advocated
within the recently published MIR (January 2019). On account of the site’s low elevation and its direct
relationship with the existing urban form which wraps around three of the site’s boundaries, development
of the site would consolidate the built edge and round off the settlement form. In combination with an area
of open space within the eastern portion of the site, augmentation and strengthening of the primary tree
cover and an extension of woodland cover along the eastern fringes, a new robust settlement boundary
could be implemented in the short term which would prevent issues of coalescence in the long term.

4.12.

A development could be planned to incorporate and enhance the inherent site features which relate to the
rich historic past of Kirkton of Skene and the introduction of native structure planting would complement
the existing estate setting and improve the environment at the gateway into the village from the east. This
would lead to a unique high quality residential development set within a parkland estate setting, which
would be readily absorbed into the townscape of the village and wider landscape without any detrimental
impacts upon the landscape character, visual amenity and setting of listed buildings.

4.13.

It is also important to note that during the promotion of the site though the last LDP (Site Ref: Ga018), the
Council clearly acknowledged within the MIR (2013) that ‘the site is well screened by vegetation’. This
same level of screening and associated woodland has not changed, as such the proposals will remain well
screened and would not have any negative impact on the nearby listed buildings.

4.14.

To conclude, a sensitive residential scheme on the site would not impact the setting of the countryside or
listed buildings, with the vista from the east towards the listed Skene Parish Church protected The
proposals would avoid coalescence and would preserve the character and setting of Kirkton of Skene.

Housing Land and Education Assessment
4.15.

In order to demonstrate the case for a 45 house development in Kirkton of Skene, an assessment of the
overall supply of housing land in the Aberdeen Housing Market Area, and more particularly in the
immediate Westhill/Skene local housing market area has been undertaken. Furthermore, an assessment
of the capacity of the local primary school in Kirkton of Skene has been undertaken.

The Aberdeen Housing Market Area
4.16.

Kirkton of Skene is at the outer edge of the city’s housing market, 10km from the centre, and some 2km
west of the suburban neighbourhood of Westhill.

4.17.

Where Westhill has grown from a hamlet to a sizeable community over the last 50 years, Kirkton of Skene
has retained its village character, whilst accommodating a modest scale of new development.

4.18.

Aberdeenshire and Aberdeen City Councils cooperate in calculating the need for future housing; targets
are set for each authority, and in relation to Aberdeenshire, the Aberdeen Housing Market Area (HMA)
needs have been assessed in 2017 as part of the Local Development Plan, and 2018 in its Housing Land
Audit (HLA).
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4.19.

The requirement for new housing in the Aberdeen HMA is calculated as 7,500, and its “effective supply”
stands at 12,140. However, on closer scrutiny of the Aberdeen HMA, to the level of the administrative
area of Garioch where Kirkton of Skene is located, it is clear that the Planning Authority’s strategy is to
concentrate the bulk of new housing in Inverurie and Kintore, and away from Westhill, over the next 10
years. As a comparison, around 75 houses were being completed per annum in Westhill, up to 2016; less
than 20 in total are projected for the years from 2017 to 2020, and none from 2021 to 2025.

4.20.

The Garioch area accounts for a substantial part of the Aberdeen HMA, and the 2018 Housing Land Audit
is projecting a ‘spike’ increase over the next 3 years, to compensate for low levels of building in the past 6
years. It will then return to around 360 houses per annum to which Inverurie will contribute 200, Kintore
80, Newmachar 30 and Westhill practically zero.

The Westhill / Kirkton of Skene Housing Market
4.21.

In the immediate Westhill market area (within the catchment of Westhill Academy) only three sites are
included in the 2018 HLA. These include Strawberry Field, Westhill (10 units), Golf Club, Westhill (3 units)
and conversion of Kirkton Lodge Nursing Homes into flats (17 units). All three sites are forecast to be
completed by 2020.

4.22.

The large site of Burnland, Elrick, has had a final 38 houses constrained since 2014, and no progress is
anticipated. Therefore, no new building is planned beyond 2021; there are no extant designations,
or new designations.

4.23.

As such by way of reasonable assumptions, there will be a demand for new housing within the Westhill
Academy catchment area. It comprises approximately 5,200 households and, as a general hypothesis, a
community requires to add 1% to its housing stock each year in order to maintain population levels –
especially school populations.

4.24.

In the short term, pupil numbers will be sustained because of the levels of building (at over 50 per annum)
in the years up to 2015. These numbers will have fed through the primary schools by 2023, when a decline
in rolls will commence; a similar situation applies to Westhill Academy, where, by 2028, the roll will start to
decline. If no new building is carried out in the next 6 years, up to 2025, this will have an effect, in the
longer term, of significantly smaller school rolls.

4.25.

Aberdeenshire Council’s pupil product ratio for determining capacity at Skene Primary School is 0.4 pupils
per household. The predicted impact of the additional 17 houses (already consented) would impact on
Skene Primary by some seven places. The conversion of the former nursing home into flats is unlikely to
appeal to families with young children, however even when taking the seven additional projected pupils
into account there is capacity at the school to accommodate the development proposal.

4.26.

A further 45 houses, as is proposed, will increase the school roll by approximately 18 and the population
by around circa 100 people.
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Skene Primary School Capacity
4.27.

The village school currently has a roll of 72. Previously this would have been “at capacity” however in the
past year, the capacity of the school has been revised (in the annual Education forecasts) to 100, with four
operational teaching classrooms.

4.28.

The roll figures are given as follows, in the 2018 Forecasts :
Year
Roll

2015
60

2016
68

2017
68

2018
72

2019
78

2020
84

2021
76

2022
75

2023
68

4.29.

The most recent housebuilding in the village concluded in 2013, with a 20-house development at Kesson
Gardens, which will have (using accepted projections) produced eight new pupils and will likely have used
up the remaining spare spaces when the school’s capacity was registered as 71.

4.30.

The three other primary schools in Westhill Academy catchment are close to capacity, and the total roll for
the three is forecast to peak in 2022, as past building programmes feed through. This is summarised in
the table below.
Primary
School
Crombie

Capacity

2015

2016

2017

2018

2019

2020

2021

2022

2023

342

300

303

307

309

322

310

294

302

299

Elrick

442

408

430

428

417

410

405

401

409

398

Westhill

342

263

271

279

287

300

312

315

335

332

Totals

1126

971

1004

1014

1013

1032

1027

1010

1046

1029

4.31.

Overall therefore, the capacity of the three Westhill schools does not rise above 93%. Individually, Westhill
Primary reaches 98% in 2022, but with no new house building from previous years, the roll then begins to
fall. Elrick’s roll has already started to fall; Crombie’s peaks in 2019. The 2017 School Roll Forecasts for
Skene Primary predicted a steady decline through to 2022, but in 2018 the forecasts show a rising roll up
to 2022, then gradual decline back to the 2017 level. By 2023, Skene Primary will have 32 spare spaces.

4.32.

The significance of these forecast figures is that Skene Primary will reach its peak roll (of 84) in 2020, the
year in which the consented development of 17 flats is expected to be completed.

4.33.

If a 45 house development were to be commenced after 2020, the school could accommodate the 18
pupils generated provided:
(i)

The development was phased evenly over, say, three years 2021/22/23; and

(ii)

Housebuilding rates remain as predicted in the current Housing Land Audit, for at least the next 5
years [and the flatted development at Kirton of Skene yields the same no. pupils as a
dwellinghouse].
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4.34.

4.35.

Given the above scenario, the roll for Skene Primary would be as projected in the education forecast up to
2020, and would then be as set out below. After 2023, the roll would be stable for some years, then (as
with the Westhill schools) start to fall back to current 2019 levels
Year

School Roll

2021

82

2022

86

2023

84

While there will be some limited spare capacity at the Westhill schools, particularly Crombie, by 2023, there
is no need to amend any of the primary school catchments.

Housing and Education Summary

4.36.

Subject to the provisions set out in 4.33 above, Skene Primary can readily accommodate the increase in
pupil numbers as a result of 45 new households.

4.37.

Skene Primary is faced with a future of a declining roll, unless new households are brought into its
catchment, a situation replicated throughout the rural areas and villages of Aberdeenshire. Development
at the scale proposed can help sustain an otherwise declining school.

4.38.

While the Skene Primary roll has been supplemented by permitting out-of-zone placements from Westhill,
this is not the most desirable route for sustaining small rural schools, as children have to be transported
independently to and from the school, and it does not create a cohesive community.

4.39.

The primary schools in Westhill are not, in any event, under capacity pressure for the foreseeable future,
and so do not need to draw upon the spare capacity at Skene. Aberdeenshire Council, as the Education
Authority, should therefore permit this more sustainable use of its assets.

Transport
4.40.

ECS Transport Planning Ltd (ECS) have undertaken technical work to support new residential allocations
in the wider Westhill transport network. This work has been primarily to consider the potential changes to
traffic flow associated with the Aberdeen Western Peripheral Route (AWPR) in relation to new large scale
residential developments.

4.41.

The proposed small scale residential development at Old Skene Road will not have any significant impacts
on the road capacity, with no objections received from the Councils Road Department, either within the
current or previous LDP review. Furthermore, a new residential allocation in this location will add further
variety and choice to the housing land supply within the wider area. The proposed development would be
supported by a range of sustainable measures including potential bus services which would be discussed
and agreed with Aberdeenshire Council once the principle of development has been accepted.
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4.42.

While the Council considers that there are a number of improvements required to the wider Westhill
strategic road network, the small scale site at Old Skene Road can be progressed without any major new
road infrastructure being required.
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5.

Planning Policy Considerations

National Planning Policy
Scottish Planning Policy (SPP) (2014)
5.1.

The Scottish Government published its updated Scottish Planning Policy (SPP) in June 2014. This
document sets out national planning policies which reflect Scottish Minister’s priorities for operation of the
planning system and for the development and use of land. The SPP introduces a presumption in favour of
development that contributes to sustainable development.

5.2.

SPP gives strong support to housing development and, indeed, any sustainable development for which
the SPP introduces a presumption in favour (SPP Policy Principles). SPP identifies that planning helps to
address the challenges facing the housing sector by providing a positive and flexible approach to
development. In particular, provision for new homes should be made in areas where economic investment
is planned (Para. 109). It is considered that this is such a sustainable location, given the established village
community at Kirkton of Skene.

National Planning Framework 3 (2014)
5.3.

The Scottish Government published the National Planning Framework 3 (NPF3) in June 2014. This
document sets out the long term vision for development and investment across Scotland for the next 20 to
30 years. NPF3 states the Scottish Government’s central purpose is “to create a more successful country,
with opportunities for all of Scotland to flourish, through increasing sustainable economic growth”
(Para.1.1).

5.4.

NPF3 confirms that the population of Scotland is projected to rise from 5.31 million in 2012 to 5.78 million
in 2037. Based on 2014 projections, a 14% increase in the number of Scottish households is projected by
2039.

5.5.

The Scottish Government states that planning should focus housing provision efforts on areas where there
is pressure for change and where the greatest levels of change are expected, Aberdeenshire can be
considered such an area with pressure for housing development given the projected household increases.

5.6.

Following the recognition that housing needs are projected to increase, NPF3 notes that the financial
climate has reduced the amount of new housing built in recent years. The desire to see a significant
increase in house building to ensure housing requirements are met across the country over the coming
years is stated (Para 2.5).

5.7.

More ambitious and imaginative planning is called for to meet requirements for a generous and effective
supply of land for housing in a sustainable way. Furthermore, NPF3 states that planning can ensure it
enhances quality of life through good placemaking, and lead a move towards new, lower carbon models
of urban living (Para 2.20). The site at Old Kirkton Road is one such a location.
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5.8.

We consider the inclusion of the land at Old Skene Road to be an appropriate and sustainable location for
housing with an indicative capacity of 45 homes.

Regional Planning Policy
Aberdeen City and Shire Strategic Development Plan, March 2014
5.9.

The Aberdeen City and Shire Strategic Development Plan (SDP) sets the strategic context for the
development of housing land in Aberdeenshire.

5.10.

In this context, the SDP explains at Section 4 (page 32) that, in compliance with Scottish Planning Policy
(SPP), a generous supply of land for new housing is provided. In effect this places a responsibility on each
local authority area, including Aberdeenshire, to provide for an increased level of generosity in setting their
housing land allocations through the production of their own local development plans. Kirkton of Skene is
within an area for local growth and diversification, as set out on page 22 of the SDP, where there is a
requirement to satisfy local need, including housing need.

5.11.

The Proposed Aberdeen City and Shire SDP (August 2018), continues in the same thrust as the approved
SDP. It recognises that it is likely that some new development will need to take place on greenfield sites
in order to help deliver the future strategy for growth. The SDP considers these allocations should be small
scale in nature, and LDP should give due regard to its context and deliverability. In recognising this, it
would be logical for Aberdeenshire Council to allocate a number and range of smaller, self-contained and
readily developable sites that can be developed within the short term, to compliment the larger strategic
developments - which can assist with infrastructure investment, whilst ultimately enabling the Council to
fulfil its requirement to maintain an effective 5 year land supply. The Old Skene Road site is a prime
example of such a site that merits formal allocation as a residential development site in the forthcoming
Aberdeenshire LDP.

Local Planning Policy
Aberdeenshire Local Development Plan 2021 - Main Issues Report, January 2019
5.12.

In preparing a new Local Development Plan the Council has to prepare a Main Issues Report which is the
primary consultation document in the preparation of the Plan. The MIR sets out a development strategy
for the future of Aberdeenshire Council, as well as a policy framework for guiding development.

5.13.

Page 19 of the MIR supports “the right development in the right place” in accordance with Scottish Planning
Policy (SPP) paragraph 15. Furthermore, the MIR notes that in term of new housing sites a ‘sharp focus
on delivery is required.’ The small scale site at Old Skene Road offers a residential site, which is free from
constraint and can be delivered in the short term at a sustainable rate of growth, to support local facilities.
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5.14.

Within the Kirkton of Skene Settlement Statement, the site (Site Ref:GR116) is identified as a non preferred
development option. Section 4 of this report clearly sets out how there are no capacity issues with Skene
Primary School and that the development would not negatively impact nearby listed building, including
Skene Parish Church. As such, Barratt Homes object to the non preferred status of the site at Old Skene
Road in Kirkton of Skene for residential development, and request that the proposed 45 home site is added
as a new residential site to the Proposed LDP.

Aberdeenshire Local Development Plan 2021 – Draft Proposed Plan, January 2019
5.15.

While the Draft Proposed Local Development Plan is not a consultative document, the Council does
acknowledge that observations can be submitted on this and Barratt Homes wish to make comment on
the Kirkton of Skene Settlement Statement.

5.16.

Barratt Homes object to the non inclusion of the site at Old Skene Road in Kirkton of Skene for residential
development. Barratt Homes request that the proposed 45 home site is added as a new residential
allocation to the Kirkton of Skene Settlement Statement and Appendix 9 of the Proposed LDP.

National Design Guidance Overview
5.17.

Development Frameworks help to deliver planning policy requirements by setting out the main planning
and design principles to which subsequent masterplans will conform. Scottish Planning Policy and
associated documents require that land and resources are used efficiently. A new residential allocation at
Old Skene Road would include a range and choice of housing types, and sizes to cater for local demand.

5.18.

The Scottish Government places great emphasis on improving the design of all new development to reflect
the character of the area within which it is to be located, as well as creating mixed communities that are
safer, more inclusive and provide new residential streets that are both attractive and safe for all to use.

5.19.

New residential development will respond to the context and qualities of a site and its surroundings. From
this, positive relationships between buildings are to be created to produce a sense of place, identity and
welcome, and to clearly define public from private space. Designs will provide a hierarchy of attractive
streets and spaces that are defined by buildings that reflect local character and place. This will result in
distinctive new places which are designed to a human scale, be resource efficient and adaptable. Central
to this is a network of well-connected, attractive and enclosed public spaces that are safe, pleasant, and
easy to move around, especially on foot and cycle. The site at Old Skene Road provides a real opportunity
to deliver a well planned residential development adjoining an established settlement. This is illustrated
within an indicative landscape development framework plan is included within Appendix 1 – Figure 2.
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6.

Summary

6.1.

The site at Old Skene Road is readily developable for residential use. The site is shown to be effective in
accordance with the criteria set out in paragraph 55 of PAN 2/2010. This report contains detailed
information as to the various technical specialisms pertinent to the consideration of the suitability of the
site at this stage in the development process. No insurmountable barriers to the development of the site
have been identified through technical work to date, most notably with no education constraints or negative
impacts on the nearby listed buildings identified. The submitted LVA confirms that the proposed layout of
the residential development safeguards the vista from the east, towards the Category B listed Skene Parish
Church. Further studies required as the site progresses are not anticipated to change this view of the site
as effective.

6.2.

The MIR clearly seeks a practical way forward to ensure that identified housing land is deliverable within
the correct timescales. In order to achieve this, and to ensure the aims of sustainable development are
met, it will be prudent of the Council to identify readily developable sites, effective within the plan period,
to ensure the housing land supply targets are met. The site at Old Skene Road is one such site that can
fulfil this criteria.

6.3.

Currently within the countryside, the site is well placed to round off the urban area at this edge of Kirkton
of Skene and to provide a defensible countryside boundary for the future, within a self contained small site
that would not set a precedent for subsequent future expansion. A new robust settlement boundary could
be implemented in the short term which would help avoid coalescence with Westhill in the long term.

6.4.

Given the need for smaller deliverable sites within the lifetime of LDP to help meet the Councils housing
land supply target, the Old Skene Road site offers a deliverable development opportunity able to
accommodate the delivery of 45 homes (both private and affordable) over the course of new 5 year plan
period.

6.5.

The site at Old Skene Road is constraint free, as demonstrated by the technical assessment section of
this report. On this basis, it is considered that the site merits release from the countryside and allocation
for residential development, noting the early contribution it could make to housing land supply targets.

6.6.

The delivery of 45 new homes will help sustain the strong range of important existing services within Kirkton
of Skene. The proposals would supply new customers to the shop and pub to ensure they continue to
make a positive contribution to the village community in the long term.

6.7.

We therefore object to the non preferred status of land at Old Skene Road within the MIR and Draft
Proposed Plan, and provide support in the form of this report seeking an allocation for the land Old Skene
Road, Kirkton of Skene for 45 homes with a policy to guide its future development.
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LANDSCAPE AND VISUAL APPRAISAL
1

Introduction

1.1

VLM Landscape Design Ltd has been appointed by Barratt Homes North Scotland to
carry out an assessment of landscape and visual effects likely to arise from a future
housing development on the land to the south of Old Skene Road, Kirkton of Skene.
This Landscape and Visual Appraisal forms part of a development bid for the land to
be included in the forthcoming Aberdeenshire Local Development Plan 2021. The
Main Issues Report (MIR), published on 14 January 2019, identifies the land at the

1.2

The Landscape and Visual Appraisal (LVA) describes the existing environment, the
landscape character and visual amenity of the Site area which is located on the southeastern fringes of the village of Kirkton of Skene. The LVA then appraises the
predicted impacts that a future residential development may have in terms of its
effects on views (i.e. visual impact), on the physical structure and on the aesthetic
character of the landscape and townscape across the wider setting.

1.3

Figure 1 Planning Policy and Landscape Context illustrates the geographical
location of the Site, its relationship to the existing settlement form of the village as well

2

Methodology

2.1

This appraisal has been undertaken in line with current guidance contained in the
(GLVIA 3),
published by the Institute of Environmental Management and Assessment in
association with the Landscape Institute; and, based on guidelines and principles
described in Landscape Character Assessment: Guidance for England and Scotland
(2002), published by the Countryside Agency and Scottish Natural Heritage).

2.2

The methodology comprised an initial desk top study of Ordnance Survey (OS) maps
findings, followed by an analysis of the data and assessment of potential landscape
and visual impacts. Existing mapping, legislation, policy documents and other written,
graphic and digital data relating to the proposals was reviewed.

2.3

The approach taken reflects the need to identify and understand the following:
the character of the landscape and townscape across the site context and its
ability to accommodate change;
the visual relationship between the site and the residential setting of Kirkton of
Skene and the wider landscape setting.

2.4

The aim of this appraisal is to identify and evaluate potential effects arising from a
future residential development. The level of effect is assessed through a combination
visual amenity (views) of the receptor; and the magnitude of effect upon the receptor
that will result from the proposed development.
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There is no requirement for a formal Environmental Assessment to support this
Assessment. In line with current guidance contained in GLVIA 3 for non EIA
scale of the potential impacts and based on detailed information available regarding
the nature of future development, the scale, duration and permanence of the change
and the size of the resource/area affected. The following criteria (adapted from GLVIA
3) is used.
Landscape Sensitivity and Magnitude of Effect

2.6

Sensitivity of the landscape depends both on its intrinsic quality and explicit value
and, on its susceptibility to the type of change proposed.

2.7

The criteria for landscape sensitivity to change are summarised as follows:
High: An area of highly valued landscape with strong structure and positive
character, which is considered vulnerable to small degrees of change;
Moderate: An area with a well-defined landscape character with positive qualities
which may however, have suffered some degradation or erosion. Sensitivity will
be diminished and change more likely to be accommodated; and,
Low: An area of generally poor landscape character with few positive and valued
features. Change will be a positive contribution to the landscape.

2.8

The criteria for magnitude of effect on the landscape are summarised below.
Table 1: Criteria for Landscape Magnitude of Effect
Level
Definition of Magnitude
High

Total loss of, or major alteration to, key elements, features or characteristics of
the baseline landscape and/or introduction of elements considered to be totally
uncharacteristic when set within the attributes of the receiving landscape. Post
development character and composition of the baseline landscape resource will
be fundamentally changed.

Medium

Partial loss of, or alteration to, one or more key elements, features or
characteristics of the baseline landscape and/or introduction of elements that
may be prominent but may not necessarily be considered to be substantially
uncharacteristic when set within the attributes of the receiving landscape. Post
development character and composition of the baseline landscape resource will
be partially, but noticeably changed.

Low

Minor loss of, or alteration to, one or more key elements, features or
characteristics of the baseline landscape and/or introduction of elements that
may not be characteristic when set within the attributes of the receiving
landscape. Post development character and composition of the baseline
landscape resource will be noticeably changed but the underlying character of
the baseline landscape will be similar to the pre-development character.

Negligible

Very minor loss of, or alteration to, key elements, features or characteristics of
the baseline landscape. Change to the landscape character will barely, if at all,
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be distinguishable.

Visual Receptor Sensitivity and Magnitude of Effect
2.9

As with impacts on the character of the landscape, the impact on visual amenity is a
function of the magnitude of effect and the sensitivity to change. Sensitivity refers to
viewer sensitivity and depends upon the following:
The length of viewing time e.g. a local resident with prolonged viewing
opportunities will be more sensitive than a passer-by;
Context of the view e.g. a viewer with an existing view of industrial structures will
be less sensitive than a viewer with rural views; and,
Distance of the viewpoint/receptor from the development and duration of effect.

2.10

The criteria for Visual Receptor sensitivity are summarised below:
High: users of outdoor recreational facilities including strategic recreational
footpaths, cycle routes or rights of way, whose attention may be focused on the
landscape; important landscape features with physical, cultural/historic attributes;
views from principal settlements; visitors to beauty spots and picnic areas.
Medium: Other footpaths, people travelling through or past the landscape on
roads, train lines or other transport routes; views from passenger ferries and
cruisers, views from minor settlements.
Low: People engaged in outdoor sports or recreation whose attention may be
focused on their work/activity rather than an appreciation of the wider landscape.
Negligible: Views from heavy industrialised areas or where direct views of the
development are severely restricted and/or distant.

2.11

The criteria for magnitude of visual change are summarised in the table below:
Table 2: Criteria for Visual Magnitude of Effect
Level
Definition of Magnitude
High

Highly noticeable change, affecting most key characteristics and dominating the
experience of the landscape. The introduction of incongruous development. A
high proportion of the view is affected and the change is dominant.

Medium

Noticeable, partial change to a proportion of the landscape affecting some key
characteristics and the experience of the landscape. The introduction of some
uncharacteristic elements. Some of the view is affected and the change is
conspicuous.

Low

Minor change affecting some characteristics and the experience of the
landscape to an extent. The introduction of elements which are not
uncharacteristic. Little of the view is affected but the change is apparent.

Negligible

Little perceptible change. No discernible effect upon the view and the change is
inconspicuous.
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Level of Effects
2.12

The level of effect of any identified landscape or visual receptor has been assessed
as Major, Moderate, Minor or Negligible. These categories have been determined by
consideration of viewpoint/visual receptor or landscape sensitivity and predicted
magnitude of effect with the following table used as a guide only.
Table 3: Correlation of Sensitivity and Magnitude of Effect
Landscape and Visual Sensitivity
Magnitude High
Medium
Low
of Change
High

Negligible

Major

Major moderate

Moderate

Moderate-minor

Medium

Major-moderate

Moderate

Moderate-minor

Minor

Low

Moderate

Moderate-minor

Minor

Minor-None

Negligible

Negligible

Negligible

Negligible

None

2.13

This matrix is not used as a prescriptive tool and the methodology and analysis of
potential effects at any particular location must take account of professional
judgement. Occasionally, the analysis may not reflect the effects predicted by the grid.

2.14

The following tables provide a definition of the level of landscape and visual effects.
Table 4: Definition of Landscape and Visual Effects
Level
Definition of Magnitude

3

Major

The proposed development would entirely change the character of the
landscape and the appearance of the view for a long time or permanently.

Moderate

The proposed development would introduce a noticeable difference to the
landscape and within the view.

Minor

The proposed development would introduce a perceptible change to the
receiving landscape characteristics and views.

Negligible
- None

The proposed development would introduce very little to no discernible effect
and may be difficult to differentiate from the surrounding landscape
characteristics and from its surroundings within the view.

Site Context
Location

3.1

The Site is located on the south-eastern fringes of the small village of Kirkton of
Skene, within the Garioch area of Aberdeenshire. The village lies approximately 1 km
to the west of the large town of Westhill with a number of smaller villages and hamlets
scattered across the wider agricultural landscape. The Site is strategically well-placed
located to the south of the Old Skene Road and the busy arterial route of the A944
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runs parallel to the Old Skene Road in close proximity to the south of the village. The
A944 links to the new AWPR further to the east of Westhill.
Local Context
3.2

The small farming village developed around the Kirkton of Skene Parish Church within
the core of the village where there is also a village shop, village hall, a pub, a play
park and a large area of hard standing utilised as a car park. The West Lodge,
dovecot and stone gate pier features demarcating the entrance into the former Kirkton
House Estate are located to the south of the parish church adding to the built forms
within the core and visually reinforcing the entrance into the village from the south and
west. The Old Skene Road extends on an east-west axis from Westhill and forms the
Skene School, located beyond the fringes of the village. The B979 dissects the village
on a broad north-south axis and joins the Old Skene Road for a short stretch as it
loops around the village core and extends further south where it links to the A944. A
number of streets branch off the northern side of the main spine road which serve
approximately 100 houses. A recent housing enclave comprising approximately 15
new homes has been constructed just to the east of the village centre and served by a
new road, Kesson Gardens, which is accessed off the Old Skene Road.

3.3

The village benefits from a relatively strong visual enclosure created by strongly rising
topography to the north and north-east and extensive mature tree cover including
former policy woodlands, woodland belts, ancient woodland, tree belts defining
agricultural fields and numerous blocks of mixed plantations. Two former extensively
wooded estates, Kirkton House and Easter Skene, effectively demarcate the southern
and northern periphery to the village and form a soft backdrop when viewed from the
wider setting. In addition to these well-vegetated and wooded grounds, the designated
large estate and designed landscape of Dunecht House is located within the wider
context to the west. The eastern fringes of this nationally protected Garden and
Designed Landscape contains a large freshwater loch, the Loch of Skene, which is
located approximately 1km to the west of the village, at its nearest point.

3.4

The former Kirkton House Estate provides the immediate context to the south of the
Site where partly ancient woodland belts wrap around the periphery to the estate and
the estate defines the southern boundary to the Site, extending from the West Lodge
on Old Skene Road and through the estate grounds to the East Lodge located at the
entrance onto the A944. Built forms from the original estate still exist including the
Kirkton House, West Lodge, East Lodge, a walled garden and a dovecot. In more
recent years, the estate has been utilised as a care home with additional buildings
being constructed. This includes the large built form of Pitcairn Lodge in the southern
part of the grounds and a cluster of cottages and a lodge near to the walled garden on
the eastern fringes. Kirkton House which is located within the northern part near to the
access driveway from the West Lodge was utilised as part of the care home buildings.
However, it is no longer in use and currently boarded up.

Landscape and Visual Appraisal
Land at the Old Skene Road,
Kirkton of Skene

VLM Landscape Design Ltd

Site Description
3.5

The Site itself comprises a broadly triangular area of land effectively sandwiched
between the south-eastern fringes of the village and the mature wooded grounds to
the former Kirkton House Estate. The Old Skene Road and a woodland belt define the
north-eastern boundary and the former driveway into the Kirkton House grounds from
the West Lodge defines the southern boundary. Built form within the core of the
village including the West Lodge and cottages, the Parish Church, graveyard, and a
new enclave of housing accessed off Kesson Gardens visually enclose the western
and north-western part of the Site. In contrast, the south-eastern boundary is open in
character defined by some scrub vegetation and a post and wire fence. The Site itself
is relatively featureless comprising grassland, rough grassland and some areas of
scrub along the southern fringes which extend into the unmanaged woodland belt on
the northern side of the former estate driveway. A SUDS basin is located within the
southern corner to the Site, near to the walled garden. This whole area including the
fringes to the woodland has been unmanaged. As such, large areas of scrub
vegetation has established and in conjunction with the deteriorating state of the walled
garden and neglected woodland the southern fringes to the Site has an overall
abandoned and discordant character.

4

Potential Landscape Impacts and Their Effects
Impacts on Landscape Designations

4.1

There are a number of environmental policies relating to the wider setting to the Site
and the village, illustrating that the context has a high landscape quality and is noted
for its natural, historical and cultural heritage as well as conservation value. A review
of the Aberdeenshire LDP has identified a number of landscape designations and
policies within the study area. Figure 1 Planning Policy and Landscape Context
illustrates the locations of these policies and landscape designations.
Built Heritage

4.2

Figure 1 highlights that the study area contains a high number of listed buildings
illustrating the rich history and built heritage of the area. Several listed buildings and
structures are located in close proximity to the Site: the Parish Church of Skene and
Skene graveyard are located adjacent to the western corner of the Site. The church is
a Category B listed building, built around 1801, although there has been a church on
this site since the 17th century. The graveyard is demarcated by a stone rubble wall
which extends along the western boundary to the Site and is Category C listed. The
former Kirkton House estate also contains a number of category B listed buildings and
structures including the house itself, the dovecot at the western entrance and the
walled garden, all dating to the early 19th century. There are also several listed
buildings scattered across the surrounding rural landscape to the west and a few
listed buildings within the former Easter Skene estate on the northern periphery to the
village.

Landscape and Visual Appraisal
Land at the Old Skene Road,
Kirkton of Skene

VLM Landscape Design Ltd

4.3

Within this context of high built heritage and architectural merits, the approach to the
delivery of a future residential development at this location would place an emphasis
on the potential for a high quality scheme which, through the application of an
appropriate design philosophy, would be seen to respect the qualities, characteristics
and settings to the listed buildings and structures in terms of scale, height, form,
alignment and appearance. In this regard, by stepping new built forms away from the
southern and western boundaries and introducing a green buffer including areas of
woodland and structure planting to reinforce the primary tree cover around the
periphery, it is considered development of the Site would not affect the integrity of
these listed features. With a managed approach to the enhanced landscape
framework, together with carefully sited built forms and the use of high quality
boundary treatments, it is considered a development could come forward that would
not only visually respect the surrounding built heritage but enhance their settings as
well as the local environment.

4.4

Inter-visibility from the setting to other listed buildings and structures within the study
area are contained by a combination of extensive mature tree cover and the urban
form of Kirkton of Skene. As such, the settings to these built heritage features will not
be affected by any future development of the Site.

4.5

Dunecht House Garden and Designed Landscape is located approximately 850m to
the west at its nearest point. The estate covers a large area of land which is densely
wooded around the Category A listed house and formal grounds within the western
part. A large body of open water, Loch of Skene, occupies the eastern fringes of the
GDL surrounded by wet and pine woodland. The loch is also designated as a Local
Nature Conservation Site given its importance for breeding and wintering birds. From
a visual perspective, due to the extensive wooded grounds combined with intervening
tree cover and built form, the visual amenity and integrity of the GDL will not be
affected by future development of the Site, nor will development have any impact
upon the biodiversity and conservation interests of the Local Nature Conservation
Site.
Green Networks

4.6

Consistent with the aspirations of the Local Development Plan to contribute to the
Green Networks across Aberdeenshire, development of this Site represents an
excellent opportunity to enhance and augment existing green networks within and on
the fringes of Kirkton of Skene. Through the introduction native species woodland to
the edge of the ancient woodland belts and infill planting to augment and increase the
age diversity of existing mature tree cover and fragmented habitat corridors can be
linked and extended around the Site and beyond.

4.7

In tandem with these aspirations to extend habitat corridors and increase biodiversity,
development of the Site also provides an opportunity to extend and connect existing
areas of green space to new amenity areas. Kirkton of Skene contains three areas of
nearest open space is located adjacent to the most northerly corner of the Site. The
introduction of an integrated path network would provide a connection between the
existing core path network along the Old Skene Road and the core path within the
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grounds to the former Kirkton House to the south. Not only will this allow long term
permeability of this area but will increase the sense of public access and ensure a
circular path network is created with direct links between existing and new areas of
open space for use by new residents and the wider community.
Impacts on Landscape Resource
4.8

The Site comprises a large field of rough grassland and some areas of scrub
vegetation which have begun to establish along the southern periphery and extend
into the woodland belt and understorey planting around the northern fringes to the
former Kirkton House walled garden. A linear area of managed grassland runs along
the northern boundary and contains some scattered and small groups of young tree
planting. There are also a few small groups of more established trees along the
western boundary.

4.9

As a result of future construction of the Site for a small-scale housing development,
there would be a loss of a large portion of grassland, limited areas of scrub and small
parts of the managed grassland adjacent to Kesson Gardens. Although the Site is
surrounded by extensive areas of high natural heritage importance in the form of Loch
of Skene LNCS and the extensive mature tree cover and understorey across the
Dunecht GDL, and the former Kirkton House and Easter Skene House estates, land
cover across the Site itself is not a particularly valuable resource. In addition, there is
an abundance of agricultural land and grassland within the wider context
encompassing the village and its loss will be negligible.

4.10

Although not designated or protected through policy, the mature and ancient
woodland belts and mature tree cover which extends around the periphery to the Site
and across the former estate grounds to the south form distinct landscape features
that support a range of wildlife habitats. The approach to the delivery to a future
development would fully acknowledge the importance of these features and recognise
that the retention and augmentation of these valuable resources is seen as an
important baseline factor to the proper planning of this Site. Future development
would not only protect these important landscape resources through effective
management as far as practicable but with the introduction of native species based
planting to augment and enhance the fringes and a level of ornamental specimen tree
and ornamental planting incorporated site-wide this would help to reinforce the sense
of structure experienced across the Site area, with benefits to the wider setting and
the biodiversity and conservation value could also be increased.

4.11

Whilst there will be period of adjustment and change, through careful site planning,
development will have a negligible impact on the overall landscape resource in the
short term, whilst in the longer term many of the existing landscape features will be
enhanced, adding to the overall value of the landscape resource and providing the
opportunity for the creation of extended wildlife corridors.

4.12

It is judged that the susceptibility to change is Medium and the value is Medium
This gives a
sensitivity to change rating of Medium. The magnitude of effect is assessed to be
Negligible and the impact on the landscape resource is Negligible and the nature of
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change is assessed to be Slight Adverse during the construction phase. Following
completion and once the planting strategy begins to establish, the overall residual
effect on the landscape resource is assessed to be Negligible and highly Beneficial.
Impacts on Landscape Character
4.13

Following development, there would be an impact to the local landscape character of
the Site and its immediate context, changing from an agricultural field to a high quality
residential development set within a parkland setting and framed by an enhanced
woodland structure.
Character Type, as classified in the adopted SG Landscape 1: Landscape Character.
positive attributes of this rolling lowland hills and valleys landscape include the
richness of cultural heritage, the concentration of wooded estates and policy
woodlands which create a strong woodland structure to the mixed farmland and
pattern of fields. Specifically within the context to the Site, positive features include the
ancient wooded belts and mature woodland tree cover associated with the extended
former grounds of the former Kirkton House and lengths of stone walls bounding the
the walled garden near to the southern boundary and the western gate lodge and
listed dovecot located just beyond the south-western corner. The extensive mature
wooded grounds of the former Easter Skene estate on the northern edge of the village
add to the strong woodland structure and rich and diverse texture which characterises
the setting to Kirkton of Skene.

4.15

Within this extensively wooded landscape setting almost surrounding the Site and the
village, it is considered the local landscape and historic townscape offer many positive
attributes that can be drawn into the vision for the Site enabling a pro-active design
strategy to be developed. In turn, this would ensure that a new small-scale housing
development forms an appropriate addition to the landscape on the urban edge. The
numerous well-established landscape components surrounding the Site including the
ancient tree belts, mature policy woodlands, small groups of mature trees along the
western boundary and line of single newly planted trees scattered along the northern
fringes combine with other landscape features across the village to create a strong
woodland framework which could readily absorb development. In combination with the
rising landform to the north and the extended urban form of the village, the Site is
located within a distinct compartment in the landscape.

4.16

The sense of scale and form of the woodland areas which have established around
and north influence the character of the setting and therefore, a future Masterplan
would allow for the introduction of new woodland belts to help enhance this
characteristic and in turn, reinforce the sense of structure in this landscape. Particular
attention would be given to the eastern fringes where new built form would be stepped
back into the Site ensuring the existing building line created by the cluster of dwellings
to the south of the walled garden (namely Pitcairn Lodge and Kirkton Mews) is
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retained. A new parkland would be introduced on the eastern fringes and framed by a
new woodland belt which would be seen to extend like a green finger from the
wooded former estate grounds towards the Old Skene Road. This approach would
reinforce and augment the existing and prolific primary woodland framework in the
area and ensure new development is framed. In turn, by retaining the existing built
edge, new development would be seen to be consistent with existing settlement
pattern and form a new secluded wooded character to eastern edge of the village. In
the long term, this approach would not only protect but visually enhance the setting.
4.17

Historic built features within close proximity to the Site and lengths of stone walls and
gate piers defining these settings combine with the woodland characteristics and
mature tree cover to create an estate character that was once prevalent in the area. In
turn these components create a strong sense of place, distinctiveness and maturity. In
addition to enhancing and augmenting the woodland structure, development of the
Site therefore presents the opportunity to extend these built heritage features into the
Site with the introduction of a new gate lodge at the entrance into Kesson Gardens
from the Old Skene Road and lengths of walling and gate piers at key locations.

4.18

Overall, it is considered that the strategy outlined in this appraisal would be consistent
with the characteristics of the inherent estate character and by incorporating a
distinctly formal layout would reflect the more traditional street pattern within Kirkton of
Skene. Proposals such as the introduction of a new woodland structure, woodland
edge and infill planting, avenue and specimen tree planting, stone walls and gate pier
features marking access points and linking building groups together, would have a
positive effect and build upon the strong sense of place, distinctiveness, identity and
maturity that the Site already exhibits.

4.19

Sensitivity to change across the local landscape is considered to be Medium-High
given the High value and Medium susceptibility to change. Magnitude of effect is
considered to be Medium to Low during construction and in the short term. In the long
term and once the mitigation strategy establishes, the character of the Site will change
and will be seen to form part of the settlement with many positive features and a more
secluded wooded character to the urban / rural interface. Magnitude of effect will
reduce to Low. Therefore the residual impacts upon landscape character are
assessed to be Moderate-Minor to Moderate and the nature of change Beneficial in
the long term.

5

Potential Visual Impacts and Their Effects on Visual Amenity and Views

5.1

In assessing the visual impact of a future housing development on the landscape and
townscape, full consideration has been given to all viewpoints, their location and
distance from the Site, the quality of each view and the impact that a future
development will have on its setting. The visual assessment is based upon a desk top
study and a site visit with a selection of photographic viewpoints illustrated in Figures
2 and 3. The locations of these viewpoints are presented in the inset on each figure.

5.2

In general, the prevailing topography across the wider setting where the rising
agricultural land to the north and north-east of the village combine with the urban form
of Kirkton of Skene and the well-established and extensive woodland structure to
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create a tight visual envelope with limited opportunities for a handful of views. This is
illustrated in the representative viewpoints 1 - 6, Figures 2 and 3.
5.3

Wider views from the south and west are generally restricted and contained by the
prolific woodland structure evident across the immediate Site area and across the
setting to the village, as illustrated in Viewpoint 4. Even within the local context from
the west fringes of the village, the juxtaposition of built form and the strong landscape
framework across the grounds to Kirkton House screen and contain the majority of
views. (Viewpoint 5).

5.4

As the landform rises towards the summits of Auchronie Hill and the Hill of Keir and to
the north and north-east respectively, long distance views are afforded across welldefined agricultural fields towards the village nestled into the lower slopes and framed
by the extensive policy woodlands of Kirkton House and Easter Skene House and the
woodland belt demarcating the Old Skene Road corridor. In combination with built
heavily filtered and glimpsed views towards very small parts of the eastern sector are
afforded with the vast majority of the Site hidden from view. Viewpoint 3 illustrates a
middle distant view from the north.

5.5

Viewpoint 6 illustrates a local view looking south towards the Site from the core path
which runs adjacent to the Old Skene Road, near to the junction with Kesson
Gardens. This existing access road would be utilised in any future housing
development. Whilst the ancient tree belt which extends along the Old Skene Road at
this location filters views into the Site (and in summer months this filtering effect would
be more pronounced), there would be a local visual impact for road and core path
users as they enter the village. However, with a new parkland introduced on the
eastern side of Kesson Gardens and infill and woodland edge planting to reinforce the
ancient tree belts, it is considered visual impacts towards a new housing development
could be controlled.

5.6

Due to the open nature of the south-eastern boundary, a gap in the mature tree
structure has developed allowing some inter-visibility of the Site from the east and
on the edge of Westhill where views towards part of the Site are available. A similar
view is also afforded from the edge of the small village of Mason Lodge, (Viewpoint 1).
Whilst the settlement form of Kirkton of Skene is effectively filtered by the mature tree
cover within these views, the Kirkton of Skene Parish Church adjacent to the northwest corner of the Site and the walled garden, Kirkton Mews Cottages and Pitcairn
Lodge within the former Kirkton House estate to the south of the site are highly visible.

5.7

Due to their extent, the built structures within the Kirkton House grounds form a large
cluster and as such a prominent visual feature in views from the east. Although the
entire Kirkton House grounds is out with the settlement limit of the village in policy
terms, visually within the landscape, the grounds are perceived to form part of the
village and essentially form the extent of the urban edge. By building upon this and
retaining the existing building line, new housing would be stepped back from a large
parkland area on the eastern fringes and orientated to overlook the new green space,
thereby affording an outward looking development. The new park would include large
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swathes of amenity grass and wildflower meadows and would be framed by a new
woodland belt, woodland edge and structure planting. Not only would this approach
reinforce the perceived settlement limit to the village, but also bring a new positive
element and secluded wooded character to the edge of the setting.
5.8

The inter-visibility of the listed Parish Church building with the wider area is seen as
an important characteristic to the setting of Kirkton of Skene and as such, by stepping
housing back from the south side of Kesson Gardens and introducing a linear area of
grass and specimen trees, a new vista could be created on the approach to the village
form the east thereby protecting the integrity of the setting to the church and ensuring
the built and cultural heritage is not lost or hidden through insensitive development.

5.9

To summarise, views towards the Site are mostly restricted or contained through a
combination of the extensive woodland structure evident across the village and its
setting and the local topography to the north. Where views may be available, it is
considered these would be consistent with the existing settlement pattern where
glimpsed views towards built forms on the fringe of the village and framed by a strong
woodland framework are wholly characteristic. The use of local historic estate features
in the form of stone walls, gate piers and formal hedging would define and signify the
entrance into a new housing development and would also create a strong gateway
into the village from the east. In tandem with the retention, enhancement and
management of existing tree cover and new landscape features, it is considered that
the visual amenity of the eastern fringe to Kirkton of Skene would be significantly
improved.

5.10

The sensitivity of the visual amenity of the context to the Site to change is considered
to be High given the surrounding recreational receptors, the high built heritage and
fringe settlement location. The visual magnitude of effect from the wider context to the
north, west and south are considered to be Negligible; the effect is Negligible and
nature of change Neutral. From the local context to the north and from the east, the
visual magnitude of effect is assessed to be Low and the effect Moderate and Slight
Adverse in the short term. Once the existing woodland cover comes under
management and is enhanced by infill and native understorey planting, new woodland
belts and specimen tree planting, the development as a whole would bring a new
positive and attractive environment to the eastern fringes and form a strong gateway
development. In the medium to long term, visual impacts would reduce to Minor and
Beneficial.

6.1

To support the preparation of the Local Development Report (LDP) 2021
Aberdeenshire Council published the Main Issues Report (MIR) on 14 January 2019.

of the land at the Old Skene Road (the Site), identified as GR116 in Appendix Garioch
of nearby listed buildings, particularly the B-listed Skene Parish Church and views of
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protecting the countryside to the east as important to not only preserve the character
and setting of the village but in preventing coalescence with Westhill. This is reconcludes further expansion of the village is likely to exacerbate the coalescence
issue with Westhill.
6.3

This section aims to draw out the opportunities and constraints of the Site (MIR
reference GR116) which have been derived from the rigorous assessment of potential
landscape and visual effects and in turn will inform the decision making process and
guide development to the right place. Thereby achieving quality residential
environments as prescribed in the strategic objectives and vision of the LDP.

6.4

The Site lies adjacent to but out with the settlement boundary for Kirkton of Skene, as
The existing urban/rural interface between settlement and countryside is rather abrupt
and relatively weak in that it relies on rear garden boundary features and a post and
wire fence with scattered young specimen trees to provide a long term defensible
settlement boundary. It is considered a sensitive approach to the site planning would
enhance the ancient tree belt along the northern boundary and extend woodland
planting like a green finger along the open south-eastern boundary where it would
merge with the mature tree cover across the former Kirkton House estate. With the
introduction of these new and enhanced visual and physical features and in
conjunction with a new large parkland on the eastern fringes, which itself would be the
subject of a detailed landscape strategy, these components would create an easily
read physical relationship between the developed settlement and the open
countryside to the east.

6.5

This is advocated in the SPP. Although relating to Green Belt boundaries, paragraph
162 states,
but where appropriate should create an area suitable for planned development
Paragraph 162
continues,
strong visual or physical landscape features such as rivers, tree belts, railways or
main roads. Hedges and field enclosures will rarely provide a sufficiently robust

scale residential development arranged around a series of courtyards and shared
surfaces would be proposed. Urban form would loosen towards the eastern fringe with
outward-looking dwellings within large grounds arranged in an ad-hoc manner and
overlooking the new area of green space. Within this context, it is predicted that
development of the Site would not prejudice the qualities of the countryside nor
increase coalescence with Westhill, but rather, be seen to strengthen and reinforce
the settlement boundary of the village by consolidating the edge to the built up area
and positively enhancing the urban-rural interface. Not only would this allow a physical
and visual perception of separation between the two communities to be maintained
but also bring a more wooded and secluded eastern edge to the village. A sensitively
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designed development would thereby preserve the setting and character of the village
and prevent coalescence in the long term.
Site can also be appropriately mitigated through sensitive design. Stepping built form
back from Kesson Gardens corridor and introducing a linear area of grassland framed
by semi-mature specimen tree planting would effectively allow a channelled vista to
open up towards the Category B listed Skene Parish Church and inter-visibility of the
church with the wider countryside to the east would be maintained. Similarly, a linear
swathe of grassland and wildflower meadows, planted with woodland and riparian
planting would extend from the new park along the southern periphery, and augment
existing tree cover on the fringes of the former Kirkton House estate. This would
create an attractive green buffer between the setting to the C-listed walled garden and
to a lesser degree to the B-listed Kirkton House which is set back into the former
estate grounds.
tremendous opportunity to improve the gateway into Kirkton of Skene from the east.
Currently, this entrance into the village is not distinguishable and in stark contrast to
the western gateway which is signified by lengths of stone walls, gate piers and the
boundary is defined by an ancient unmanaged woodland belt and a dilapidated stone
wall. These remnant features reflect the historic past and former estate character
once prevalent across the setting to Kirkton of Skene. By enhancing and extending
these features and with the potential addition of gate piers and formal hedge planting,
the Site presents a real opportunity to create a highly attractive edge to the village.
strong visual and physical relationship with the urban edge, as well as drawing upon
the characteristics of the more secluded woodland context to the immediate north and
south, a high quality development would be realised and would be seen to effectively
round off the built form to Kirkton of Skene, whilst creating a distinctive place with a
strong identity. This is advocated in Designing Places, PAN 67 and PAN 83, where
CONTEXT, IDENTITY AND PLACE are fundamental issues in designing new
environments for people to live.
7

Conclusion

7.1

Following a rigorous investigation, it is considered that in both landscape and visual
terms the Site is appropriate for future housing and would achieve the planning
objectives for the village as advocated within the recently published MIR (January
of the Site would consolidate the built edge and round off the settlement form. In
combination with the introduction of a new park, augmentation and strengthening of
the primary tree cover and an extension of woodland cover along the eastern fringes,
a new robust settlement boundary could be implemented in the short term which
would prevent issues of coalescence in the long term.
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7.2

A development could be planned to incorporate and enhance the inherent Site
features which relate to the rich historic past of Kirkton of Skene and with the
introduction of a new woodland and structure planting would complement the existing
estate setting and improve the environment at the gateway into the village from the
east. This would lead to a unique high quality residential development set within a
parkland estate setting and would be readily absorbed into the townscape of the
village and wider landscape without any detrimental impacts upon the landscape
character, visual amenity and setting of listed buildings.

7.3

To conclude, future development of the Site would not impact on the setting of the
countryside policy or listed buildings, would avoid coalescence, and would preserve
and enhance the identity, character and setting of Kirkton of Skene.
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