
National Scenic Areas (NSAs) were designated in 1980 in recognition of 
their outstanding scenery. Along with Scotland’s two National Parks, they 
represent our nation’s finest landscapes, and are equivalent to the Areas of 
Outstanding Beauty (AONBs) found in England, Wales and Northern Ireland.

NSAs are found throughout Scotland, from Shetland to the Solway Firth.  
They include spectacular mountain areas such as the Skye Cuillins, Ben 
Nevis and Glencoe, the unique island landscapes of the Hebrides and 
Northern Isles, and the picturesque landscapes of Perthshire, the Borders 
and Dumfries & Galloway. These are some of Scotland’s most iconic places, 
of importance for both their natural and cultural heritage.
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Special Qualities

Scottish Natural Heritage has surveyed 
all the NSAs and produced an up-to-date 
list of the landscape qualities that make 
each one special. This work was carried 
out in partnership with Historic Scotland 
and the Royal Commission on the Ancient 
and Historical Monuments of Scotland 
(RCAHMS). It provides an important 
resource for everyone with an interest in 
these special landscapes.

NSA Statements

Building on the special qualities work, 
Scottish Natural Heritage is preparing short 
‘NSA Statements’ for each NSA. These 
statements provide landscape objectives 
that seek to protect and enhance the special 
qualities of the area and help to increase 
enjoyment and appreciation of it. They are 
being developed to help inform the work of 
all those involved in the future planning and 
management of NSAs.



Local authority area Hectares
and NSA name (excuding marine)

Dumfries & Galloway 

East Stewartry Coast  8,447

Fleet Valley  5,373

Nith Estuary 14,310

Scottish Borders 

Eildon & Leaderfoot  3,877

Upper Tweeddale  12,770

North Ayrshire 

North Arran  20,360

Argyll & Bute 

Jura  21,072

Knapdale 20,821

Kyles of Bute  4,723

Loch na Keal, Isle of Mull  13,507

Lynn of Lorn  5,638

Scarba, Lunga & the Garvellachs  2,139

Perth & Kinross 

Loch Rannoch & Glen Lyon*  48,625

Loch Tummel  9,013

River Earn (Comrie to St. Fillans)  3,108

River Tay (Dunkeld)  5,708 

Orkney Islands  

Hoy & West Mainland  16,479

Shetland Islands

Shetland  15,486

Local authority area Hectares
and NSA name (excuding marine)

Highland

Assynt-Coigach  86,539

Ben Nevis and Glen Coe**  90,334

Cuillin Hills, The  22,726

Dornoch Firth  11,542

Glen Affric  18,837

Glen Strathfarrar  4,027

Kintail  16,070

Knoydart  40,201

Kyle of Tongue  21,093 

Loch Shiel  13,045

Morar, Moidart & Ardnamurchan  17,220

North-West Sutherland  23,415

Small Isles, The  16,271

Trotternish  6,128

Wester Ross  143,881

Eilean Siar (Western Isles) 

South Lewis, Harris & North Uist  112,301

South Uist Machair  6,289

St. Kilda  865

Loch Lomond & The Trossachs 
National Park

Loch Lomond  28,077

The Trossachs 4,850

Cairngorms National Park 

Cairngorm Mountains, The  65,541

Deeside & Lochnagar  39,787

Total area 1,020,495

The 40 NSAs cover 13% 
of the land area of Scotland

*  Also includes a small part within Stirling Council Area
**  Parts are also within Perth & Kinross Council and Argyll & Bute Council Areas





Planning

NSAs are designated under Section 263A 
of the Town and Country Planning (Scotland) 
Act 1997, and are defined as “of outstanding 
scenic value in a national context.” The 
legislation also states that within an NSA 
“special attention is to be paid to the 
desirability of safeguarding or enhancing its 
character or appearance.”

The Scottish Planning Policy, the Scottish 
Government’s statement on land use 
planning, states: 

“A National Scenic Area (NSA) is an area 
which is nationally important for its scenic 
quality… Development that affects a NSA… 
should only be permitted where: 

–  It will not adversely affect the integrity of 
the area or the qualities for which it has 
been designated; or

–  Any such adverse effects are clearly 
outweighed by social, environmental or 
economic benefits of national importance.”

Most new developments within NSAs need 
to be accompanied by a design statement, 
and there are restrictions on certain permitted 
development rights.

Management of NSAs

The day-to-day care of NSAs is largely 
undertaken by landowners and managers. 
Decisions by local planning authorities 
on built development are also important, 
particularly for the communities within 
these areas. Visitors also have an interest, 
with recreation and tourism based on the 
special qualities of these landscapes itself an 
important source of economic activity. 

Balancing this mix of interests requires 
careful planning and management, with 
management strategies an option for 
achieving this. A ‘management strategy’ 
is a document produced through public 
consultation which describes the NSA, 
identifies what is important about its 
landscape and summarises the action 
needed. To-date, the three NSAs in Dumfries 
& Galloway have strategies in place. Details 
of these can be found on the Dumfries and 
Galloway Council web-site.

Management strategies can attract new 
funding to the area, and they also help 
maximise the social and benefits that positive 
landscape management and promotion can 
deliver.

Further information

Full information on the National Scenic Areas, 
including their history, legal basis, policy, 
special qualities and NSA Statements can be 
found on the NSA pages of Scottish Natural 
Heritage’s web-site:

http://www.snh.gov.uk/
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