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SEASCAPE CHARACTER AREA 21: 
DWYRYD ESTUARY AND MORFA HARLECH 
Component LCAs (Snowdonia): Morfa Harlech; Vale of Ffestiniog; Morfa Dyffryn 
Component LCAs (Gwynedd): Porthmadog 
 
Location and Context 
 
This SCA is located in the northern part of the west Snowdonia coast.  It 
includes the Dwyryd estuary from its mouth near Porthmadog to its 
inland tidal limit at Tan-y-bwlch.  It also includes Morfa Harlech on the 
southern shore of the estuary, and the towns of Harlech and 
Penrhyndeudraeth.  To the north is SCA 20: Porthmadog and Glaslyn 
Estuary, to the west is SCA 19: Criccieth to Mochras, and to the south is 
SCA 22: Mochras to Fairbourne and Sarn Badrig. 
 

 
 

 
View across the Dwyryd Estuary from Ynys, showing intertidal habitats, the village of Portmeirion 
and the mountains of Snowdonia forming the backdrop. Image © Fiona Fyfe 

 
Summary Description 
Views of this SCA are dominated by the broad landform of the Dwyryd estuary, with its extensive salt 
ƳŀǊǎƘŜǎΣ ǎŀƴŘΣ ƳǳŘ ŀƴŘ ŘǳƴŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ όaƻǊŦŀ IŀǊƭŜŎƘύΦ  ¢ƘŜ ŜǎǘǳŀǊȅ ŀƭǎƻ Ŏƻƴǘŀƛƴǎ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘƛǾŜ ΨƛǎƭŀƴŘǎΩ 
and ridges of higher ground on either side.  Overlooking the estuary are the contrasting villages of 
Harlech (with its Medieval castle on the valley side), Portmeirion with its Italianate architecture, and 
the industrial village of Penrhyndeudraeth.  Surrounding the estuary are the wooded hills of 
Snowdonia, which form a majestic backdrop to picturesque views from lower land.  In the eastern 
part of SCA, the valley narrows as the river flows inland.  Here, the Afon Dwyryd has been heavily 
modified flows between areas of improved grazing, with main roads on both sides of the valley floor.  
It is surrounded by steep, wooded slopes which give it a much more enclosed and intimate feel. 

Constituent Seascape Character Types  
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Please refer to Appendix I for a list of constituent Seascape Character Types. 
 

 
 

Seascape Character Types in the Dwyryd Estuary and Morfa Harlech SCA. Refer to fig. 6.1 

(page 26) for key.   
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Key Characteristics 

¶ Underlying geology of Cambrian 
sedimentary rocks, with younger 
Palaeogene rocks to the west of the 
Mochras fault.   

 

¶ Predominantly low-lying landform, 
comprising the broad estuary and its 
associated marshes and dunes, with the 
Dwyryd Valley narrowing as it flows 
inland. Rounded island of Ynys Gifftan a 
prominent feature within the estuary 
channel.  Ridge of land to the north of 
the channel also included in this SCA. 
 

¶ Close relationship with distinctive 
swash-aligned coastal landform at 
Morfa Harlech. 

 

¶ Extensive intertidal area at the mouth of 
the estuary, with a meandering channel 
running through it, and continuing 
inland.  River flows through a notable 
rocky gorge near Penrhyn-deudraeth 
before the valley widens again.   

 

¶ Land use predominantly grazing marsh, 
with areas of sand dunes, forest, golf 
course and caravan parks at Morfa 
Harlech.  Also some farmland, heath, 
woodland, quarrying and settlement on 
higher land. 

 

¶ Habitats include extensive intertidal 
mud, sand and salt marsh.  Also wet 
pastures, coastal heath and sand dunes.   

¶ Onshore historic and cultural features 
include Portmeirion, Harlech Castle, and 
former explosive works at Gwaith 
Powdwr.   

 

¶ Historic and cultural features associated 
with the estuary include former coastal 
warehouse with river access at Ynys, and 
trestle bridge and toll house near 
Llandecwyn Station.  

 

¶ Settlements include Penrhyndeudraeth 
on north side of estuary, and Harlech on 
south side.  Smaller villages/ hamlets on 
higher land. 

 

¶ Strong textures and patterns from river 
channels, dunes and intertidal habitats.  
A dynamic environment changing with 
tides, seasons and weather.   

 

¶ Surrounding wooded hills of Snowdonia 
National Park rise steeply from valley 
floor and are integral to views within the 
SCA.   

 

¶ Views of seascape limited by sand dunes 
at Morfa Harlech, although Moel-y-Gest 
(SCA 19) is a prominent feature in views 
seawards.  Tremadog Bay visible from 
Porthmadog Cob and Portmeirion 
Peninsula.   
 

¶ Views inland are picturesque, with 
attractive compositions of valley floor 
and surrounding hills. Ynys Giftan forms 
a feature in the middle estuary, 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Dwyryd Estuary from the air,  Afon Dwyryd in the upper  Morfa Harlech, showing 
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showing the meandering 
channel, sandflats, saltmarshes 
and Ynys Gifftan. Image © 
Rohan Holt. 

part of the Estuary. 
Image © Fiona Fyfe 

dunes, golf course, caravan 
parks (centre) and Harlech 
Castle (right). Image © Fiona 
Fyfe 

Cultural Benefits and Services 
 
Key: Bold shading = widespread; medium shading = localised; no shading = occasional 

Leisure, recreation & tourism Health Heritage Education Religious & spiritual 

Exploring Relaxation Natural Informal Spiritual 

Ecotourism Exercise Cultural Formal Religious 

Active     

 
Natural Influences and sites  

¶ A dynamic environment with ongoing estuarine processes, including accretion of mudflats and 
saltings.  Extensive intertidal habitats and river channels designated SAC and SSSI (Morfa Harlech 
and Glaslyn) provide important bird feeding and overwintering sites.   

¶ Ynys Giftan, a rocky island within the estuary, now clothed in scrub, forms a feature in the middle 
part of the estuary. 

¶ Morfa Harlech dune system (behind swash-aligned landform) still accreting through natural 
processes, and designated SSSI, SAC and National Nature Reserve for rare plants and insects. 

¶ Heathland/ Woodland Nature Reserve at Gwaith Powdwr (former explosives works). 

¶ Woodland SSSIs at Coedydd Dyffryn Festiniog (Gogleddol and Coed Llachwedd. 
 

Cultural Influences and sites  

¶ Harlech castle dominates valley side and views seawards.  Built by Edward I, it could withstand 
siege due to a tunnel connecting it to the sea (and supplies) at the base of the cliffs.  Prior to 
sediment deposition and formation of the Morfa Harlech dune system, Harlech was a coastal 
port, and at the time of building, Harlech was a coastal castle.   

¶ Network of slate quays extends far up-river towards Maentwrog (e.g. Cemlyn, Felingrin, Gelligrin 
(with powder magazine) and Cei Newydd. 

¶ Noddfa slate quarry (to south of Harlech) constructed a tramway across the dunes, possibly to 
facilitate beach loading of vessels.  Line of tramway still visible on aerial photographs. 

¶ wƻȅŀƭ {ǘ 5ŀǾƛŘΩǎ DƻƭŦ /ƻǳǊǎŜ ƻƴ aƻǊŦŀ IŀǊƭŜŎƘ ŘǳƴŜǎΦ aŀǊǎƘŜǎ ōŜƘƛƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŘǳƴŜ ǎȅǎǘŜƳ ŘǊŀƛƴŜŘ 
for farmland in 19th Century.   

¶ Outline of Nineteenth Century horse racing course on Morfa Harlech still visible in aerial 
photographs. 

¶ Portmeirion constructed as a model village by Clough William Ellis in 20th Century.  Subsequently 
ǳǎŜŘ ŦƻǊ ŦƛƭƳƛƴƎ ƻŦ мфслǎ ¢± ǎŜǊƛŜǎ Ψ¢ƘŜ tǊƛǎƻƴŜǊΩΦ  bƻǿ ŀ /ƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ !ǊŜŀΦ 

¶ Partially included in Register of Welsh Historic Landscapes (Area 20: Ardudwy and 25: 
Aberglaslyn). 

¶ Partially within Snowdonia National Park. 
 

Perceptual Qualities 

¶ An open landscape framed by surrounding hills (including the elevated site of Harlech Castle 
above the estuary).  Above Pont Briwet the estuary narrows and turns between steeply sloping 
rocky hillsides covered in heath and woodland.  The scene is exceptionally picturesque in places, 
with a Highland-like quality. 

¶ A balanced landscape with composed views of the SCA and its surrounding hills.  Near the coast 
views are expansive, with the valley floor forming a strong horizontal element in views.   
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¶ Varied and dynamic patterns, colours and textures associated with intertidal habitats, river 
channels, sand dunes, woodland and heath.  

¶ The openness of the landscape, its perceived naturalness and the presence of rivers give parts of 
the SCA a sense of tranquillity.  However, this is reduced by the presence of roads, railways, 
ǎŜǘǘƭŜƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘΦ  ¢ƘŜǎŜ ŦŀŎǘƻǊǎ ŀƭǎƻ ƭƛƳƛǘ ǘƘŜ {/!Ωǎ ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ ǊŜƳƻǘŜƴŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ 
wildness.   

¶ Close visual and physical connection between surrounding hills which form the landscape setting 
(outside the Study Area) and this SCA.  Landscape setting contributes to the character of the SCA 
and enhances its sense of tranquillity The SCA is also an important feature in views from the 
surrounding hills, where it appears in its coastal context.   

 
Forces for Change 
 
Summary   Key forces for change 

Development pressure on the 
Harlech settlement boundary, 
especially on the Morfa and on 
higher slopes above the town.  
Quarrying activity at 
Penrhyndeudraeth. 
 
New bridge at Pont Briwet could 
result in higher traffic levels on 
coast road.  Other road improve-
ments within SCA must be 
mindful of the landscape context.  
Upgrading power lines & pylons 
will result in landscape impacts 
and medium-term disruption.  
Development beyond SCA may 
provide visual detractors, most 
notably ridgeline developments.   
 
Changes to agricultural practices 
and/ or intensity which may alter 
established field patterns and 
habitats.   
 
High season visitor pressures 
create localised issues relating to 
traffic and noise pollution, 
particularly when introduced to 
the nearshore area. 
 
Land management changes and 
visitor pressure, as well as 
natural coastal processes can 
have a negative impact on 
landforms. e.g. accretion of sand 
dunes at Morfa Harlech, and 
accretion of mudflats and 

 
 
Special Qualities 
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Welsh Language 
 

       

Diversity of landscapes, 
including coastal landscape 
features & expansive views 

       

Rural agricultural 
communities and their 
associated features 

       

Richness of habitats and 
biodiversity 

       

Cultural heritage 
 

       

Remoteness, tranquillity 
and wildness 

       

Access to land and water 
and recreation/ enjoyment 

       

Geology and 
geomorphological features 

       

Islands 
 

       

Archaeology and history 
including historic parks and 
gardens 

       

Soil, air and water quality 
 

       

Key 
 

 Change occurring in the area affecting the 
selected special quality 
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saltings within the estuary.  
Flooding of low-lying land is also 
a force for change, exacerbated 
by sea level rise. 

Inherent Sensitivity  
 
Theme Factors making the area more 

sensitive 
Factors making the area less 
sensitive 

Coastal geometry 
and landform 

Low-lying landform with highly 
sensitive coastal wetland habitats, 
dune systems etc. 
 
Visually prominent hills/ ridges within 
and at boundaries of estuary. 
 
Horizontal landform sensitive to the 
introduction of vertical features. 
 

Estuary floor has little intervisibility 
with the sea, due to intervening sand 
dunes. 

Existing 
development 

Historic and cultural value of features, 
settlements and their settings e.g. 
Harlech (including castle) and 
Portmeirion. 

Existing settlements and roads. 
 
Line of 400kv electricity pylon wires, 
and especially the pylon tower which 
sits within the inter-tidal estuary.  To 
a lesser extent the other pylon 
towers and wires which are visible 
running up the hillsides. 

The visual 
experience 

Users of Wales Coast Path and Morfa 
Harlech Nature Reserve are sensitive 
receptors. 
 
Landscape appreciated from river, 
roads, railway and publicly accessible 
conservation sites. 
 
Very high scenic quality with 
spectacular scenic backdrop. 
 
Setting and associated hills and 
skylines contribute to character and 
visual qualities of SCA. 
 
SCA also appreciated in views from 
surrounding hills. 
 

Recreational uses (e.g. golf course; 
caravan parks) influence the 
character of parts of the SCA around 
Morfa Harlech. 

Tranquillity 
 

Higher levels of tranquillity in central 
part of SCA, away from roads and 
settlements. 

Impacts of existing development, 
roads and occasional trains. 
 
Popular holiday destination, with 
seasonal increases in visitor numbers 
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SEASCAPE CHARACTER AREA 22 
MOCHRAS TO FAIRBOURNE AND SARN BADRIG 
Component LCAs (Snowdonia): Morfa Dyffryn; Ardudwy Coast 
Component LCAs (Gwynedd): Barmouth 
 
Location and Context 
 
This linear SCA is located on the western coast of Snowdonia, and 
comprises the coastal land between Harlech in the north and 
Fairbourne in the south, including the town of Barmouth. It extends 
offshore following the line of the sarn between offshore SCAs 33: 
Tremadog Bay and SCA 34: Barmouth Bay with SCA 36: Cardigan Bay 
lying beyond. On the land to the north is SCA 19: Criccieth to Mochras, 
and to the south is SCA 24: Fairbourne to Tonfanau. SCA 23: Mawddach 
Estuary joins at the south-eastern boundary.  
  

 

View looking south towards Barmouth from Morfa Bychan, showing sand dunes, sandy beach, and 
numerous caravan parks on the flat coastal plain.  Inland, the hills rise relatively steeply to form the 
inland setting. 
Image ©Fiona Fyfe 

 
Summary Description 
This SCA comprises a long, narrow, flat coastal plain.  The landform has formed through coastal 
sedimentation, and includes sandy beaches (containing many shells) backed by extensive areas of 
sand dunes.  This is a popular holiday destination, and the SCA contains numerous caravan parks and 
campsites, and their associated infrastructure.  The southern part of the SCA contains the Victorian 
seaside resorts of Barmouth and Fairbourne.  A railway line and road run parallel to the coast, 
emphasising the linear form of the landscape.  Hills rise inland of the SCA to form its landward 
setting.  Sarn Badrig (thought to be a glacial moraine feature) extends into the sea, and is visible at 
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low tide as line on the surface of the sea.   
Constituent Seascape Character Types  
 
Please refer to Appendix I for a list of constituent Seascape Character Types. 
 

 
 

Seascape Character Types in the Mochras to Fairbourne and Sarn Badrig SCA. Refer to fig. 

6.1 (page 26) for key.   


