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1. Appendix 6.7 –  Assessment of Effects on Special 
Landscape Qualities of the Dornoch Firth 

1.1. Introduction 

1.1.1. This Additional Information Appendix provides an updated assessment of the potential for 
effects on the Special Landscape Qualities (SLQs) of the Dornoch Firth National Scenic Area 
(NSA) following consultee comments and further consultation with NatureScot and The 
Highland Council (THC) which has resulted in changes to the design of the Proposed 
Development. This updated assessment supersedes Technical Appendix 6.7 of Chapter 6 
of the EIA Report. 

1.1.2. The key design changes are a reduction from eight to seven wind turbines, with T5, T6 and T8 
reduced to a blade tip height of 149.9 m. T8 has also been renumbered T7. The revisions to 
the scheme have also resulted in a reduction in the number of turbines requiring aviation 
lighting, from six in the EIA Layout to three (T2, T3 and T4) in the Revised Proposed 
Development.   

1.1.3. The Dornoch Firth NSA is located approximately 4.8 km to the south of the nearest turbine 
(T6) as shown on Revised Figure 6.12. The nearest turbine proposed to be lit with visible red 
aviation light is T3 at approximately 5 km.  

1.1.4. The SLQs of Scotland’s NSAs were updated between 2007 and 2009 when SNH (now 
NatureScot) expanded on the original citations in the 1978 publication Scotland’s Scenic 
Heritage. The updated SLQs are set out in SNH Report No.374 The Special Qualities of the 
National Scenic Areas (2010).  

1.1.5. NatureScot published revised guidance on the Assessment of Effects on Special Landscape 
Qualities (AESLQ) in January 2025 and this updated assessment has been carried out 
following this guidance. As set out at paragraph 1.1.4 at Volume 4 Technical Appendix 6.7 of 
the EIA Report, the original AESLQ was carried out following the ‘Guidance for AESLQ – 
Consultative Draft' which NatureScot recommended to be followed prior to the adoption of 
the guidance in January 2025. 

1.1.6. Paragraph 9 of the guidance sets that SLQs are defined as “the characteristics that make a 
designated landscape special in terms of landscape and scenery, both individually or 
combined. They are the qualities that are perceived and experienced by people, affecting 
the sense of place.” 

1.1.7. The assessment process follows the four-step approach set out in paragraph 15: 

• Step 1 – Review and describe the proposal; 

• Step 2 – Identify the SLQs that may be affected by the proposal; 

• Step 3 – Assessment of effects on SLQs and design objectives; and 

• Step 4 – Summary of significant effects on SLQs.  

1.1.8. The guidance states (paragraph 16) that the assessment should: 

• focus on likely significant effects on relevant SLQs; 

• be proportionate to the scale and nature of the proposal; and 

• provide a clear explanation of the reasoning underpinning judgements so they can be 
understood. 
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2. The Special Landscape Qualities of the Dornoch 
Firth 

2.1. Dornoch Firth NSA 

2.1.1. Scotland’s Scenic Heritage (1978) described the Dornoch Firth NSA as follows: 

“By comparison with other east coast firths the Dornoch Firth is narrow and sinuous, yet it 
exhibits within its compass a surprising variety of landscapes. It is enclosed by abrupt 
rounded granitic hills clad in heather moor and scree, their Gaelic names of cnoc, meall 
and creag giving the clue to their character. Their lower slopes are frequently wooded, 
oakwoods being a noticeable feature of the area, but with other deciduous and 
coniferous species represented in plantations which vary from the policy plantings of 
Skibo Castle to the pines of the Struie Forest. 

Interspersed among these hills and plantations are areas of pasture and arable on the 
lower alluvial lands, with whin and broom a common feature in the hedgerows and on the 
sandy links of the outer firth. But above all it is the firth itself, with its innumerable bays, 
sands, flats, shallows and promontories which presents a constantly changing scene as 
much with the coming and going of the tide as with the changing scene afforded by 
passage round its shores. 

Migdale with its loch expresses an inland variation of the same theme and has been 
included for the complement it makes to the firth, the last undeveloped estuary of its kind 
on the east coast.” 

2.1.2. SNH (now NatureScot) Commissioned Report No. 374 “The Special Landscape Qualities of 
the National Scenic Areas” defined the SLQs as follows: 

• SLQ 1 - The contrast between the enclosed west and the expansive east 

o The Dornoch Firth exhibits a surprising variety of landscapes, with dramatic 
contrasts to east and west. 

o To the east there is expansiveness where offshore views lead out to sea and a 
limitless horizon.  

o To the west there is a sinuous firth and a sense of enclosure, where inland 
views are bounded by opposing shores against a backcloth of hills. 

• SLQ 2 - Inhabited surrounds within a wilder backdrop of hills and moors 

o The inner firth wends its way inland until the hills and moors sweep round to 
provide an undulating backdrop to the green and fertile alluvial lands. This 
horizon of wilder hills contrasts markedly with the mosaic of farms and woods 
on the coastal flats – which comes across as an ordered, long-inhabited land. 

• SLQ 3 - A wide diversity of woodland cover 

o The interplay of open ground, trees and woods results in a landscape mosaic 
of great beauty. In places, dark forests of conifers clothe the hillsides, in 
others lighter, more rounded, broadleaved woodland reaches the shore. On 
farmland the fields are often interspersed with small copses or lines of 
boundary trees, whilst policy plantings adorn the Skibo Estate. This rich 
variety of vertical form and texture complements the horizontals of the firth 
itself. 
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• SLQ 4 - A rich variety of alluvial lands, dunes and links 

o The low ground of the coastal flats shows endless variety and contrast, 
whether sandy links or well-managed farmland; level saltmarsh or undulating 
sand dunes; policy woodland or thickets of whin and broom. 

• SLQ 5 - The ever-changing firth 

o Above all it is the firth itself, with its innumerable bays, sands, flats, shallows 
and promontories which presents a constantly changing scene – a dynamic 
foreground to the landscape of farms and hills beyond. 

o Dynamism comes from the ebb and flow of the tides, the shifting of 
sediments, the clouds scurrying above, the waves below, and flocks of birds 
feeding or flying along the shore. 

o The reflections off the water and the wet sands, together with wide-open 
skies, show dramatic changes in colour and texture on a daily and seasonal 
basis, with light itself the determining factor in the experience. 

• SLQ 6 - The tranquillity of an undeveloped coastline 

o The Dornoch Firth lacks any major ports or industry along its shoreline and 
possesses a rural ambience of great tranquillity.  

• SLQ 7 - Migdale, a microcosm of the wider Dornoch Firth  

o Migdale, with its loch, agricultural land, woodland, moorland and crag, 
expresses, an inland variation of the same themes of water, lowland and 
upland. This diversity in a small area gives Migdale great visual appeal  

2.1.3. The NatureScot scoping response dated 28 May 2024 identified three SLQs which they 
considered would likely to be affected by the Proposed Development: 

• SLQ 1 - The contrast between the enclosed west and the expansive east 

• SLQ 2 - Inhabited surrounds within a wilder backdrop of hills and moors; and 

• SLQ 6 - The tranquillity of an undeveloped coastline 

2.1.4. NatureScot’s consultation response dated 1 July 2025, following the submission of the 
Technical Appendix 6.7 AESLQ that accompanied the Landscape and Visual Impact 
Assessment (Chapter 6) of the EIA Report submitted with the application for consent under 
Section 36 of the Electricity Act 1989 and deemed planning permission under Section 57(2) 
of the Town and Country Planning Act 1997 (as amended), to the Scottish Government’s 
Energy Consents Unit (ECU) in March 2025, identified that they considered the following 
SLQs were those likely to experience adverse effects resulting from the Proposed 
Development: 

• SLQ 1 - The contrast between the enclosed west and the expansive east 

• SLQ 2 - Inhabited surrounds within a wilder backdrop of hills and moors; and 

• SLQ 7 – Migdale, a microcosm of the wider Dornoch Firth. 

2.1.5. In relation to SLQ 1, their assessment found that: 

“We consider that for SLQ 1, the contrast between the enclosed west and the expansive 
east, that while effects on the “enclosed west” would be adverse the “expansive east” 
would remain largely unaffected and consider that although there would be some adverse 
effects on SLQ 1 they would not be significant.” (emphasis added) 
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2.1.6. Regarding SLQ 2, their assessment found that: “effects are considered to be significant and 
adverse on SLQ 2, Inhabited surrounds within a wilder backdrop of hills and moors .” 
(emphasis added) 

2.1.7. In relation to potential cumulative effects to SLQ 2: 

“We consider that cumulatively with Garvary, or with both consented Garvary and 
application Acheilidh, the introduction of the proposed development would result in 
significant adverse cumulative effects on SLQ 2, although effects would be largely 
limited to southern locations of the NSA but include the popular Struie Public 
Viewpoint. 

It should be noted that we have not given full consideration of potential cumulative 
effects with the closest at scoping wind farms Inveroykel and Braelangwell close to 
the northwestern side of the NSA, given their uncertain nature within the planning 
system. These scoping schemes could have potentially significant adverse effects on 
the Dornoch Firth NSA either individually or cumulatively particularly on the settled 
western side of the NSA.” 

2.1.8. They further stated that: 

“We consider that individual significant adverse effects would be to a degree that 
would result in an evident and noticeable material change to SLQ 2.’ Inhabited 
surrounds within a wilder backdrop of hills and moors’, across the settled lower 
western elevations and higher southern elevations such that the objectives of the 
designation and overall integrity would be compromised. We advise that the 
proposed development may therefore not meet Policy 4 c) of National Planning 
Framework 4 (NPF4) and may merit a NatureScot objection. 

Cumulatively with consented Garvary and at application Acheilidh, we consider that 
effects on SLQ 2 would be significant and adverse although such effects would be largely 
limited to elevated locations within southern parts of the NSA, including from the popular 
public Viewpoint at Struie. 

The rounded hills of the site provide part of the wider backcloth and backdrop of hills 
which help define this and other SLQs of the Dornoch Firth NSA. We note that embedded 
mitigation to limit the potential for landscape and visual effects includes the siting of the 
turbines largely behind the higher elevations within the site boundary. However, given that 
the proposed height of the turbines (two turbines up to a blade tip height of 200 m and 
six turbines, up to a blade tip height of 180 m), with some turbines taller than the 
underlying landform, we consider it unlikely that significant adverse effects could be 
reduced without a notable reduction in height of the proposed turbines. 

While it would likely be very challenging to fully reduce the potential for adverse effects 
on the Dornoch Firth NSA, given the proximity of the site to the NSA, it may be possible 
to reduce some effects through the reduction in the height and possibly the number 
of proposed turbines.” (emphasis added) 

2.1.9. In relation to SLQ7, their assessment found that: 

“We consider that for SLQ 7 while some effects on the western Migdale area would be 
adverse the eastern area would remain largely unaffected and overall effects would not 
be significant.” (emphasis added) 
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3. Step 1 – The Proposal 

Step 1: The Proposal 

A detailed description of the Revised Proposed Development is set out in Chapter 2: The Revised 
Proposed Development. The Revised Proposed Development would comprise the following visible 
features: 

• up to seven, wind turbines; 

• T5, T6 and T7 would be up to 149.9 m tip height with a hub height of 81.9 m, T1 and T4 up to 
180 m to blade tip with a hub height of up to 112 m and T2 and T3 with up to 200 m to 
blade tip with a hub height of up to 132 m; 

• Aviation obstruction lights fitted to turbines T2, T3 and T4. The visible aviation lighting 
would comprise red steady state medium intensity (2000 candela (cd)/200 cd) lights. All 
turbines would be fitted with infra-red lights which would not be visible to the human eye; 

• a means of access from the public road to the Site; 

• turbine foundations and crane hardstandings; 

• transformer/switchgear housings located adjacent to turbines; 

• new internal access tracks and upgrade of a segment of existing track with associated 
drainage, and new watercourse crossings; 

• underground electrical cables connecting the turbines to the on-site substation; 

• temporary wind farm construction compound areas, laydown areas and car parking; 

• a substation compound with a control building with closed-circuit television mast(s) and 
communication mast(s);  

• battery energy storage; 

• up to three borrow pit search areas. The primary area will be at the entrance to Balblair 
Wind Farm at consented Borrow Pit Search Area 2 of Garvary Wind Farm. Additional 
borrow pit search areas have been identified at the locations of Turbines T2 and T3; and 

• habitat enhancements as set out in the Outline Biodiversity Enhancement Management 
Plan (OBEMP) in Technical Appendix 8.6 submitted with the EIA Report. 

The main elements of the Proposed Development that have the potential to influence the perception of 
the SLQs are the seven proposed wind turbines. 

The three turbines proposed to be fitted with visible aviation lighting have the potential to influence 
dark skies. However, dark skies are not one of the defined SLQs. 

It is considered that the associated infrastructure would have no potential to influence the SLQs due to 
these elements being at either ground-level or low in height compared to the proposed turbines. These 
elements are also contained within the northern part of the site to the north of the high ground at Cnoc 
Blàr na Curaich that would screen views from the Dornoch Firth NSA of these features.  

As such it is the proposed turbines that have the potential to influence the perception of the SLQs. 
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4. Step 2 – Scope of the AESLQ 

Relevant Studies and Guidance 

Scottish Natural Heritage (2010). The Special Qualities of the National Scenic Areas. Scottish Natural 
Heritage Commissioned Report, No.374 

https://www.nature.scot/sites/default/files/2017-07/Publication 2010 - SNH Commissioned Report 374 - 
The Special Qualities of the National Scenic Areas.pdf 

NatureScot National Landscape Character Types (2019) 

https://www.nature.scot/professional-advice/landscape/landscape-character-assessment/scottish-
landscape-character-types-map-and-descriptions 

NatureScot Landscapes of Scotland Maps and Descriptions 

https://www.nature.scot/doc/landscapes-scotland-map-and-descriptions 

NatureScot Guidance for Assessment of Effects on Special Landscape Qualities (AESLQ) 

https://www.nature.scot/doc/guidance-assessment-effects-special-landscape-qualities-aeslq 

NatureScot. Guidance on Aviation Lighting Impact Assessment (November 2024) 

https://www.nature.scot/doc/guidance-aviation-lighting-impact-assessment 

Study Area 

Theoretical visibility of the Proposed Development from within the NSA is relatively limited, largely 
occurring around its western fringes between Dounie, Ardgay, Bonar Bridge and Spinningdale. 

There is some very limited theoretical visibility near Edderton along the southern edge of the NSA, with 
theoretical visibility increasing towards the eastern, seaward end of the NSA near Dornoch. 

The majority of the Firth itself would not experience any theoretical visibility, including from the Dornoch 
Firth Bridge that crosses the Firth to the north west of Tain. 

As set out in the “Inhabited surrounds within a wilder backdrop of hills and moors” SLQ, the Ross-
shire hills to the south, extending east to west, at a distance of approximately 13 km from the Revised 
Proposed Development, enclose the Firth in views south from the northern edge of the NSA. This is 
reflected in Revised Figure 6.12, where these hills provide a natural break in the extent of theoretical 
visibility to the south of the Firth. 

With reference to Revised Figure 6.12, the hills to the immediate north of the site at Sròn Ach’a’ 
Bhacaidh and to the immediate north east at Sidhean Mòr also provide a break in the extent of 
theoretical visibility of the Proposed Development and define the northernly extent of the AESLQ study 
area. 

https://www.nature.scot/sites/default/files/2017-07/Publication%202010%20-%20SNH%20Commissioned%20Report%20374%20-%20The%20Special%20Qualities%20of%20the%20National%20Scenic%20Areas.pdf
https://www.nature.scot/sites/default/files/2017-07/Publication%202010%20-%20SNH%20Commissioned%20Report%20374%20-%20The%20Special%20Qualities%20of%20the%20National%20Scenic%20Areas.pdf
https://www.nature.scot/professional-advice/landscape/landscape-character-assessment/scottish-landscape-character-types-map-and-descriptions
https://www.nature.scot/professional-advice/landscape/landscape-character-assessment/scottish-landscape-character-types-map-and-descriptions
https://www.nature.scot/doc/landscapes-scotland-map-and-descriptions
https://www.nature.scot/doc/guidance-assessment-effects-special-landscape-qualities-aeslq
https://www.nature.scot/doc/guidance-aviation-lighting-impact-assessment
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From the southern edge of the NSA looking north, the hills in the southern part of the site at Cnoc 
a’Choire Bhuide and the hills approximately 6.6 km to the south east of the site at Creag a’ Bhealaich, 
Cnoc Dubh Beag approximately 7 km and Beinn Bhreac approximately 9.2 km to the south east of the 
Proposed Development define the approximate extent of the hills and moors to the north that provide 
the backdrop to the Firth.  

Therefore, the AESLQ study is defined as extending from the eastern boundary of the NSA, 
approximately 6.5 km to the south of the southern boundary of the NSA, approximately 10 km to the 
west and approximately 6.5 km to the north from the northern boundary of the NSA. 

Baseline 

• The Proposed Development is located approximately 4.8 km to the north of the northern 
boundary of the NSA (measured to the nearest turbine, T6); 

• With reference to the Landscapes of Scotland Map (see link above), the southern portion of the 
AESLQ study area overlaps Ross which is described as “An extensive inland area of moorland, 
mountains and wide glens with occasional large forestry plantations” and notes the more 
rounded form of hills in the east.  

• Sutherland overlaps the western edge of the AESLQ study area which is described as “Extensive 
open peatland and hills give this area a sense of immense space and remoteness” . The 
description also notes that “extensive forestry plantation and hydro-electric reservoirs, dams 
and power lines tend to be very prominent in the landscape”. 

• The northern part of the AESLQ study area overlaps the Sutherland Kyles and Coast area which 
is described as “A well-populated coastline, comprising with scattered crofts and small villages 
amongst small fields and woods, bounded to the west by steeply rising moorland hills. The 
Dornoch Firth and Kyle of Sutherland penetrate deep into the hills of Ross and Sutherland, 
carrying a maritime influence far from the open sea.” It goes on to describe how “The main road 
and railway line are squeezed between the hills and the sea.” 

• The AESLQ study area is mostly characterised as LCT 135 Rounded Hills – Caithness and 
Sutherland, which overlaps the south western, western and northern edges of the study area. 
Relevant key characteristics that underpin the SLQs are: 

o Rolling hills forming broad, subtly rounded summits but with some more pronounced 
hills also occurring, these often featuring steeper slopes along the coast or where 
truncated by deep glens; 

o Scarcely settled with a largely uninhabited interior and widely scattered crofts and 
farms on lower slopes adjoining straths and farmed landscapes; 

o Convex character of hill slopes limiting distant visibility and views of the hill tops when 
travelling through the landscape; 

o Views into the interior of the hills very restricted; and 
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o Strong sense of wild character can be experienced within the more remote and little 
modified parts of this landscape. 

• The southern edge of the AESLQ study is characterised as LCT 330 Rounded Hills and Moorland 
Slopes. Relevant key characteristics that underpin the SLQs are: 

o Broad, rounded hills and upland moorlands with smooth, gentle slopes down to broad 
straths, creating an undulating skyline. 

• The central part of the AELSQ study is characterised as LCT 145 Farmer and Forested Slopes 
with Crofting. Relevant key characteristics that underpin the SLQs are: 

o Rolling hill slopes and ridges cut by a number of valleys which radiate down from the 
Rounded Hills – Caithness and Sutherland to the coast; 

o Loch Migdale sitting within a dip between parallel steep-sided ridges in the west of this 
Landscape Character Type; 

o Semi-enclosed character of this well-wooded landscape with occasional views; and 

o Attractive views from small roads high up the slopes, giving views to the Rounded Hills – 
Caithness & Sutherland and glimpses of the Dornoch Firth. 

• The main settlements within the AESLQ study area are Ardgay and Bonar Bridge; 

• The main transport routes passing through the AESLQ study area comprise the A836 that 
passes along and through the southern edge of the Dornoch Firth NSA, the A949 that passes 
through the northern part of the NSA, the Far North Railway that also passes through the 
southern edge of the NSA and the B9176 that crosses the Ross hills to the south and crosses 
into the southern edge of the NSA and meets with the A836. 

• The Struie Viewpoint on the B9176 is a popular viewpoint that attracts visitors who stop to 
appreciate the broad panoramic views north westwards up the Firth, south eastwards towards 
the mouth of the Firth and across it. 

• The surrounding landscapes and hills are crossed by numerous overhead pylon lines, particularly 
to the north as several overhead lines converge on Loch Buidhe Substation that is situated 
approximately 3.2 km to the north east of the Proposed Development. 

• Telecommunication masts are a notable feature on several of the hill tops surrounding the Firth, 
including Struie Hill Mast approximately 2.6 km to the north east of the Struie Viewpoint. In 
addition, there are several masts on the hills to the north of the Firth at Cnoc A’ Choire Bhuidhe 
and near Balblair Wood. 

• Extensive forestry plantations are a prominent feature extending across some of the lower hills 
to the north of the Firth. 

Existing Wind Farm Development 
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• With reference to Revised Figure 6.29 illustrating other wind farms within 20 km there are no 
operational wind farms within the AESLQ study area.  

• However, there are longer range views south towards operational wind farms at Beinn Tharsuinn, 
Beinn Oighrean and Coire na Cloiche situated beyond the AESLQ study area to the south and 
the operational schemes at Achany and Rosehall approximately 15 km to the north west of the 
NSA. 

• The consented Lairg II and Garvary, once constructed will form a new feature beyond the hills to 
the north that frame the Firth and provide its backdrop. 

• In addition, the in-planning Acheilidh would also be located beyond these hills that provide the 
backdrop to the north of the Firth and would introduce noticeable new features if consented 
and constructed. Also, the in-planning Inveroykel would introduce new features in views to the 
west at distance. 

Predicted Theoretical Visibility 

• Referring to Revised Figure 6.12, theoretical blade tip visibility of the Proposed Development 
from within the NSA is limited, largely occurring around its western fringes between Dounie, 
Ardgay, Bonar Bridge and Spinningdale; 

• There is some very limited theoretical visibility near Edderton along the southern edge of the 
NSA, with theoretical visibility increasing towards the eastern, seaward end of the NSA near 
Dornoch; 

• Intermittent theoretical blade tip visibility extends around the southern, western and northern 
hills that enclose the Firth; 

• Referring to Revised Figure 6.6, theoretical hub visibility is more limited at lower elevations 
within the Firth between Ardgay and Bonar Bridge where up to two hubs would be visible; 

• The landform to the south west of the Proposed Development screens theoretical hub and 
blade tip visibility from the Kyle of Sutherland to the north west of Bonar Bridge to the north 
west of the NSA; 

• From Loch Migdale there is limited theoretical visibility from the north western part of the Loch 
with only a limited number of hubs visible in theory. 

SLQs to be assessed in detail 

As set out above, NatureScot’s consultation response dated 1 July 2025 identified that SLQ 1 and SLQ 
7 would experience some adverse effects but they would not be significant.  

In relation to SLQ 2, NatureScot state that: 

“We consider that individual significant adverse effects would be to a degree that would result in 
an evident and noticeable material change to SLQ 2.’ Inhabited surrounds within a wilder 
backdrop of hills and moors’, across the settled lower western elevations and higher southern 
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elevations such that the objectives of the designation and overall integrity would be 
compromised.” 

Therefore, this revised AESLQ focuses solely on the changes to the predicted effects to SLQ 2 
resulting from a reduction in the number of turbines from eight to seven and the reduction in height of 
turbines T5, T6 and T8 (renumbered T7) from a blade tip height of 180 m to a blade tip height of 
149.9 m. The revisions to the scheme have also resulted in a reduction in the number of turbines 
requiring aviation lighting, from six in the EIA Layout to three (T2, T3 and T4) in the Revised Proposed 
Development.   
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5. Step 3 – Assessment of Effects on SLQ 2 
5.1. SLQ 2 - Inhabited surrounds within a wilder backdrop of hills and 

moors 

“The inner firth wends its way inland until the hills and moors sweep round to 
provide an undulating backdrop to the green and fertile alluvial lands. This horizon 
of wilder hills contrasts markedly with the mosaic of farms and woods on the 
coastal flats – which comes across as an ordered, long-inhabited land.” 

Further information: 

“The Firth is enclosed by hills. To the south, the rounded hills of Ross-shire form an 
extensive sweep from east to west; their rolling, open slopes convey a sense of 
grandeur, enclosing views southwards from the northern shores. 

Passage through the hills is confined to the base of the hill slopes at coastal level, 
or to the natural road-crossing (B9176) at The Struie. As this road leaves the 
confines of the hills at Cadha Mòr (Great, Narrow Pass), a broad panorama opens 
out across the Firth. 

To the north, the moorland hills are lower, more sloping and can be less 
pronounced in form. The higher peaks tend to be rocky. An area of sweeping 
moorland forms a distinctive backdrop to Migdale’s settlement and character. 

Although the hills and moors possess a long history of land use, they come across 
as wilder and less intensively managed than the alluvial lowlands.” 

5.1.1. The susceptibility of this SLQ is considered to be high. 

5.2. Design of the Proposed Development as submitted in March 2025 

5.2.1. The principal elements of the Proposed Development as submitted in March 2025 
that were considered to have the potential to impact on SLQ 2 were: 

• up to eight wind turbines of up to 180 m tip height (T1, T4, T5, T6, T7 and T8) with a 
hub height of up to 112 m and up to 200 m to blade tip (T2 and T3) with a hub 
height of up to 132 m; 

• Aviation obstruction lights fitted to turbines T1, T2, T3, T4, T6 and T7. The visible 
aviation lighting would comprise red steady state medium intensity (2000 
candela (cd)/200 cd) lights. All turbines would be fitted with infra-red lights 
which would not be visible to the human eye; 

5.2.2. The AESLQs in EIA Report Technical Appendix 6.7 considered that the associated 
infrastructure would have no potential to influence the appreciation of the SLQs due 
to these elements being at either ground-level or low in height compared to the 
proposed turbines and that they would be contained within the northern part of the 
site to the north of the high ground at Cnoc Blàr na Curaich that would screen views of 
these elements from the Dornoch Firth NSA. 

5.3. Assessment of Effects on SLQ 2 as submitted in March 2025 

5.3.1. The assessment of SLQ2 in EIA Report Technical Appendix 6.7 found that the 
Submitted Development would introduce a low magnitude of change and result in a 
minor moderate effect to SLQ2 which would be not significant.   
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5.3.2. The assessment also found that the cumulative magnitude of change 
resulting from the addition of the Proposed Development into a baseline 
landscape that includes Garvary (now consented) and the currently in-planning 
Acheilidh would remain low.  

5.3.3. The assessment found that the totality of the cumulative magnitude of change (when 
the effect of the Proposed Development is considered along with other cumulative 
schemes) would be low medium. 

5.3.4. In relation to cumulative effects, the assessment found that the effect would remain 
minor moderate and not significant and that the totality of cumulative effect would be 
moderate and not significant.  

5.4. Changes to the Design Following Consultation 

5.4.1. Following consultation responses received from NatureScot dated 1 July 2025, the 
Applicant considered several design amendments and carried out further consultation 
with NatureScot, the Highland Council and the ECU in December 2025 to discuss 
potential design changes. 

5.4.2. Following consultation, a Revised Layout is proposed that reduces the number of 
turbines from eight to seven, removing T7. Turbines T5, T6 and T8 (renumbered T7) 
have been reduced from 180 m to 149.9 m maximum blade tip height. The Revised 
Layout also halves the number of turbines that require visible aviation warning lighting, 
from six in the EIA Layout to three in the Revised Layout (T2, T3 and T4). 

5.5. Revised Assessment of the Effects on SLQ 2 

5.5.1. Referring to the comparative blade tip ZTV between the EIA Layout and the Revised 
Layout at AI Figure 6.65 and AI Figure 6.66 illustrating the comparative hub height 
ZTV between the EIA Layout and the Revised Layout, show there is a slight reduction in 
the extent of blade tip and hub visibility from the firth itself but from “the rounded hills 
of Ross-shire [that] form an extensive sweep from east to west” around the southern 
edge of the NSA between Ardgay and Struie and Dounie there is no change. 

5.5.2. However, referring to the comparative wirelines at AI Figure 6.67 to 6.82 illustrating 
the EIA Layout and the Revised Layout, from viewpoints 4, 7 and 10, the reduction in 
the number of turbines from eight to seven would mean that there would be less blade 
tip and hub visibility at each of these viewpoints. Furthermore, the reduction in height 
of turbines 5, 6 and 7 from 180 m to 149.9 m notably reduces the prominence of these 
turbines on the enclosing “moorland hills” to the north of the NSA at each of these 
viewpoints. 

5.5.3. From the “inhabited surrounds” of the NSA, represented by Viewpoint 2 Bonar Bridge 
which is located on the north-western boundary of the Dornoch Firth NSA looking 
northwards away from it, compared to the EIA Layout where four hubs were visible in 
theory, the Revised Proposed Development results in only the hub of T5 being 
theoretically visible. However, actual visibility would be reduced by vegetation on the 
horizon of the view, as illustrated by Revised Figure 6.50. 

5.5.4. From the “inhabited surrounds” of the NSA, represented by Revised Figure 6.52 
Viewpoint 4 Ardgay which is not located within the NSA, compared to the EIA Layout 
where eight blade tips and four hubs were visible above the horizon of the moorland 
hills to the north of the NSA, there is a notable reduction in the visibility of the Revised 
Proposed Development above these hills. In the Revised Layout, the blade tips of 
turbines T1, T4 and T5 would be visible, the hubs of turbines T2, T3, and T7 would be 
barely visible, appearing at the view horizon while the hub of T6 would be visible 
appearing slightly above the horizon.  
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5.5.5. This notable change reduces the apparent scale and prominence of the 
turbines in the Revised Layout compared to the EIA Layout, further 
emphasising their position beyond the backdrop of moorland hills that encloses the 
NSA to the north. 

5.5.6. From these settled lower elevations, the Revised Proposed Development would not 
introduce a “dominant new focal point” as illustrated by Revised Figure 6.50 
Viewpoint 2 Bonar Bridge which illustrates that views would be very limited. It is also 
important to note that the location of Viewpoint 4 is from an elevated position on the 
minor road leading west from Ardgay and that views from lower elevations within the 
settlement would be more limited.  

5.5.7. From the “inhabited surrounds” of the NSA, represented by Revised Figure 6.55 
Viewpoint 7 Ardchronie, compared to the EIA Layout where eight blade tips and five 
hubs were visible, there is a notable reduction in the visibility of the Revised Proposed 
Development, with seven blade tips and the hubs of T5, T6 and T7 visible. This change 
reduces the apparent scale and prominence of the turbines which now appear 
comparable in scale to the consented Garvary turbines that are visible from this 
location, with the hubs appearing at a similar height above the enclosing skyline to the 
hub of one of the Garvary turbines that is also visible. 

5.5.8. From settled areas east of Ardgay, the reduction in the apparent scale of the turbines 
of the Revised Proposed Development and its position beyond the enclosing hills to 
the north of the NSA, prevents the Revised Proposed Development from conflicting 
with the smaller scale settled areas of Bonar Bridge, as illustrated by Viewpoint 7 
Ardchronie. 

5.5.9. From higher elevations from the southern hills of the NSA where the “Inhabited 
surrounds with a backdrop of hills and moors” special quality is well expressed, 
represented by Revised Figure 6.58 Viewpoint 10 Struie Viewpoint, the removal of T7 
from the EIA Layout results in a notable reduction in the horizontal extent of the 
Revised Proposed Development on the horizon. The reduction in height of T5, T6 and 
T7 from 180 m to 149.9 m also results in the blade tips and hubs of the Revised 
Proposed Development appearing below the height of the highest consented Garvary 
turbines on the enclosing moorland hills to the north of the NSA. This also results in the 
apparent scale of Revised Proposed Development turbines being comparable to that 
of the consented Garvary turbines as illustrated by AI Figure 6.83. 

5.5.10. This also reduces the influence of the Revised Proposed Development on the “wilder 
hills” to the east and the smaller scale “inhabited surrounds” at lower elevation below. 

5.5.11. This is reflected in the cumulative photomontage at AI Figure 6.58 that includes the 
consented Garvary and the in-planning Acheilidh schemes, with turbines of the 
Revised Proposed Development appearing in keeping with the scale of the consented 
Garvary turbines. 

5.5.12. Taking the above factors into consideration, it is clear that the design changes 
responding to NatureScot’s concerns have resulted in reduced effects on SLQ 2 
compared to the EIA Layout. However, effects are a continuum and due to the 
broadness of the terms used to describe different levels of effects, the effects on SLQ 
2, albeit reduced, would remain described as minor moderate and not significant. 

5.6. Cumulative Effects 

5.6.1. It is accepted that the location of the Revised Proposed Development brings wind 
farm development south of the consented Garvary scheme, closer to the boundary of 
the NSA and its settled western and south western sides. 
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5.6.2. It is also acknowledged that from lower elevations and from western 
locations (Revised Figure 6.50 Viewpoint 2 Bonar Bridge and Revised 
Figure 6.52 Viewpoint 4 Ardgay) visibility of the consented Garvary and in-planning 
Acheilidh schemes is limited by intervening landform. However, as demonstrated 
above, the Revised Proposed Development reduces effects from these areas.  

5.6.3. The reduction in the number of turbines from eight to seven and the reduction in 
blade tip height of T5, T6 and T7 from 180 m to 149.9 m means that the Revised 
Proposed Development would read as a single wind cluster with the consented 
Garvary scheme, with the in-planning Acheilidh situated to the east of this cluster. 

5.6.4. In a scenario where both of these schemes formed part of the baseline landscape, the 
introduction of the Revised Proposed Development would reinforce an existing effect, 
rather than introduce a new effect. This would be most apparent from elevated 
locations around the southern edge of the NSA, represented by Viewpoint 10.  

5.6.5. Referring to the comparative wireline at AI Figure 6.76 illustrating the EIA Layout and 
the Revised Layout, from Viewpoint 10, the removal of T7 in the EIA Layout notably 
reduces the horizontal extent of the wind farm on the horizon, beyond the consented 
Garvary scheme. The reduction in the number of turbines and reduced height of three 
turbines means that the Revised Proposed Development would visually integrate with 
the consented Garvary scheme and the apparent scale of the turbines would be 
comparable. This is also illustrated by the cumulative photomontage showing the 
Revised Proposed Development, the consented Garvary scheme and the in planning 
Acheilidh scheme at AI Figure 6.83.  

5.6.6. Taking these factors into consideration, it is judged that cumulative effects on SLQ 2 
would be reduced compared to the EIA Layout but would remain as minor moderate 
and not significant and the totality of effect would remain moderate and not 
significant. 
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6. Step 4 – Summary of Significant Effects 
6.1.1. NatureScot’s consultation response dated 1 July 2025, considered that the three SLQs of the 

Dornoch Firth NSA likely to experience effects were: 

• SLQ 1 - The contrast between the enclosed west and the expansive east 

• SLQ 2 - Inhabited surrounds within a wilder backdrop of hills and moors; and 

• SLQ 7 – Migdale, a microcosm of the wider Dornoch Firth. 

6.1.2. Of these, NatureScot found that only SLQ 2 would experience significant effects and that 
effects on SLQ 1 and SLQ 7 would not be significant.  

6.1.3. Consequently, this Revised AESLQ has considered how the design changes of the Revised 
Proposed Development would affect SLQ 2. The reduction in the number of turbines from 
eight to seven and the reduction in the height of T5, T6 and T7 from 180 m to 149.9 m would 
mean that effects on SLQ 1 and SLQ 7 would be reduced and would not be significant.  

6.1.4. The findings of this revised AESLQ are that effects on SLQ 2 would be reduced and would be 
not significant.  

6.1.5. Current NatureScot guidance “Special Landscape Qualities – Guidance on assessing effects” 
does not explain what constitutes “an evident and noticeable material change such that the 
objectives of this designation and overall integrity would be compromised.”  

6.1.6. Earlier NatureScot draft guidance entitled “Note on the Legislative and Policy Framework for 
National Parks and National Scenic Areas” sets out for NSAs that the “objectives of 
designation” are further explained in published descriptions of their special landscape 
qualities and associated landscape character assessments.  

6.1.7. The note also sets out that “Overall integrity” means “the wholeness of the area, the unity or 
soundness of the whole being unimpaired, recognising that the entire area of the designation 
is valued and adverse effects to part of it could be damage to the unity or soundness of the 
whole” 

6.1.8. The guidance goes on to highlight at paragraph 11, that: “A significant effect on a special 
landscape quality or qualities does not inevitably “compromise” the designation’s 
objectives and/or integrity. Neither is any such compromise dependent on an extensive 
area or large number of special landscape qualities being significantly affected.” (Emphasis 
added). 

6.1.9. This has been acknowledged by NatureScot in their consultation responses on other 
projects. For example, in their consultation response dated 10 March 2023 to Garvary Wind 
Farm Additional Information, NatureScot withdrew their objection in relation to effects on the 
NSA, finding that there would be significant effects on ‘SLQ 2 - Inhabited surrounds within a 
wilder backdrop of hills and moors’ but these significant effects would not have adverse 
effects on the integrity of the NSA or the objectives of the designation.  

6.1.10. This is a strong indication that a higher threshold applies with respect to a finding of non-
compliance with NPF4 Policy 4c)i). 

6.1.11. The note goes on to find that “Compromise requires consideration of the nature of the 
locations affected and nature of their qualities (including their extent, number, location and 
contribution to the wider designation). Compromise is likely where the significant effects 
result in an evident and noticeable material change to any of the designation’s special 
landscape qualities.” 
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6.1.12. In the case of the Revised Proposed Development, the conclusion is that SLQ 2 would not 
experience a significant effect and that the SLQs of the Dornoch Firth NSA would remain well 
expressed.  

6.1.13. However, even if there is a significant effect to one or more of its SLQs, it does not follow that 
the objectives of the designation and its overall integrity would necessarily be compromised.   

6.1.14. This Revised AESLQ has described the locations which would be affected, and the way in 
which the relevant special qualities are currently experienced in those locations. It has set 
out how, and to what extent, those special qualities would be affected by the Proposed 
Development. The predicted effects to SLQ 2 would not equate to an evident and noticeable 
material change to it. This is due to the location of the Revised Proposed Development 
approximately 4.8 km to the north of the NSA beyond the enclosing skylines to the north of 
the NSA. Furthermore, with reference to AI Figure 6.65 and 6.66, the Revised Proposed 
Development would only be experienced from a relatively small part of the western extent of 
the NSA.  

6.1.15. Therefore, it is considered that the effects to SLQ 2 would not serve to compromise the 
objectives of designation and the overall integrity of the Dornoch Firth NSA. 
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