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11 LANDSCAPE AND VISUAL

11.1 Introduction

This chapter describes the landscape context of the proposed Dernacart Wind Farm and assesses the likely
landscape and visual effects of the scheme on the receiving environment. Although closely linked, landscape
and visual impacts are assessed separately.

Landscape Impact Assessment (LIA) relates to assessing the effects of a development on the landscape as
a resource in its own right and is concerned with how the proposal will affect the elements that make up the
landscape, the aesthetic and perceptual aspects of the landscape and its distinctive character.

Visual Impact Assessment (VIA) relates to assessing effects of a development on specific views and on the
general visual amenity experienced by people. This deals with how the surroundings of individuals or groups of
people may be specifically affected by changes in the content and character of views as a result of the change
or loss of existing elements of the landscape and/or introduction of new elements. Visual impacts may occur
from; Visual Obstruction (blocking of a view, be it full, partial or intermittent) or; Visual Intrusion (interruption
of a view without blocking).

Cumulative landscape and visual impact assessment is concerned with additional changes to the landscape
or visual amenity caused by the proposed development in conjunction with other developments (associated or
separate to it), or actions that occurred in the past, present or are likely to occur in the foreseeable future.

This LVIA uses methodology as prescribed in the following guidance documents:

Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) publication ‘Guidelines on the Information to be contained in
Environmental Impact Assessment Reports (2017) and the accompanying Advice Notes on Current
Practice in the Preparation of Environmental Impact Statements (2015); and

f  Landscape Institute and the Institute of Environmental Management and Assessment publication
entitled Guidelines for Landscape and Visual Impact Assessment (2013).

f  Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH) Guidance Note: ‘Assessing the cumulative impact of onshore wind
energy developments’ (2012)

f  Scottish Natural Heritage (SNH) Siting and Designing Wind Farms in the Landscape Version 3 (2017)

This assessment report was prepared by Macro Works Itd. landscape and visualisation consultants. Relevant
experience includes assessment of over 100 on-shore wind farm proposals throughout Ireland, including six
Strategic Infrastructure Development (SID) projects.

11.1.1 Description of the Proposed Development

The developer proposes to locate an eight-turbine wind energy development on a predominantly forested site
in north County Laois, between the settlements of Mountmellick (County Laois) to the south, Clonygowan
(County Offaly) to the northeast, and the N80 to the west. The proposed development is described in full in
Chapter 4 of the EIAR — Description of the Proposed Development in Volume 2 of this EIAR.

11.1.2 Definition of the Study Area

The Wind Energy Development Guidelines published by the Department of the Environment, Heritage and
Local Government (2006) specify different radii for examining the zone of theoretical visibility of proposed
wind farm projects (ZTV). The extent of this search area is influenced by turbine height as follows:

¥ 15 km radius for blade tips up to 100m;
1 20 km radius for blade tips greater than 100m and;
25 km radius where landscapes of national and international importance exist.
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In the case of this project, the blade tips are up to 185m high, and, thus, the minimum ZTV radius
recommended is 20km from the outermost turbines of the scheme.

There are not considered to be any sites of national or international importance between 20 - 25km and thus,
the radius of the study area will remain at 20km. Notwithstanding the full 20k extent of the LVIA study area,
there will be a particular focus on receptors and effects within the central study where there is higher potential
for significant impact to occur. When referenced within this assessment, the central study area is the
landscape within 5km of the site.

11.2 Methodology

Production of this Landscape and Visual Impact Assessment involved baseline work in the form of desktop
studies and fieldwork comprising professional evaluation by qualified and experienced Landscape Architects.
This entailed the following:

11.2.1 Desktop Study

{ Establishing an appropriate Study Area from which to study the landscape and visual impacts of the
proposed wind farm;

1 Review of a Zone of Theoretical Visibility (ZTV) map, which indicates areas from which the
development is potentially visible in relation to terrain within the Study Area;

f  Review of relevant County Development Plans, particularly with regard to sensitive landscape and
scenic view/route designations;

f Selection of potential Viewshed Reference Points (VRPs) from key visual receptors to be investigated
during fieldwork for actual visibility and sensitivity;

f  Consultation with the local community and the Local Authority in respect of sensitive VRP locations to
be included in the assessment.

11.2.2 Fieldwork

f  Recording of a description of the landscape elements and characteristics within the Study Area.

 Selection of a refined set of VRP’s for assessment. This includes the capture of reference images and
grid reference coordinates for each VRP location for the visualisation specialist to prepare
photomontages.

11.2.3 Appraisal

 Consideration of the receiving landscape with regard to overall landscape character as well as the
salient features of the study area including landform, drainage, vegetation, land use and landscape
designations.

f  Consideration of the visual environment including receptor locations such as centres of population and
houses; transport routes; public amenities and facilities and; designated and recognised views of
scenic value.

1 Consideration of design guidance and planning policies.

 Consideration of potentially significant effects and the mitigation measures that could be employed to
reduce such effects.

f Estimation of the significance of residual landscape impacts.

f Estimation of the significance of residual visual impacts aided by photomontages prepared at all of
the selected VRP locations.

f Estimation of cumulative landscape and visual effects in combination with other surrounding
developments that are either existing or permitted.

11.2.4 Assessment Criteria for Landscape Impacts

The classification system used by Macro Works to determine the significance of landscape and visual impacts
is based on the IEMA Guidelines for Landscape and Visual Impact Assessment (2013).
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When assessing the potential impacts on the landscape resulting from a wind farm development, the following
criteria are considered:

1 Landscape character, value and sensitivity
1 Magnitude of likely impacts; and
§ Significance of landscape effects

The sensitivity of the landscape to change is the degree to which a particular landscape receptor (Landscape
Character Area (LCA) or feature) can accommodate changes or new features without unacceptable
detrimental effects to its essential characteristics. Landscape Value and Sensitivity is classified using the
following criteria:

Table 11-1: Landscape Value and Sensitivity

Sensitivity Description

Areas where the landscape character exhibits a very low capacity for change in the form
of development. Examples of which are high value landscapes, protected at an

Very High international or national level (World Heritage Site/National Park), where the principal
management objectives are likely to be protection of the existing character.
Areas where the landscape character exhibits a low capacity for change in the form of
High development. Examples of which are high value landscapes, protected at a national or

regional level (Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty), where the principal management
objectives are likely to be considered conservation of the existing character

Areas where the landscape character exhibits some capacity and scope for development.
Medium Examples of which are landscapes which have a designation of protection at a county
level or at non-designated local level where there is evidence of local value and use.

Areas where the landscape character exhibits a higher capacity for change from
development. Typically, this would include lower value, non-designated landscapes that
may also have some elements or features of recognisable quality, where landscape
management objectives include, enhancement, repair and restoration.

Low

Areas of landscape character that include derelict, mining, industrial land or are part of
the urban fringe where there would be a reasonable capacity to embrace change or the
Negligible capacity to include the development proposals. Management objectives in such areas
could be focused on change, creation of landscape improvements and/or restoration to
realise a higher landscape value.

The magnitude of a predicted landscape impact is a product of the scale, extent or degree of change that is
likely to be experienced as a result of the proposed development. The magnitude takes into account whether
there is a direct physical impact resulting from the loss of landscape components and/or a change that extends
beyond the proposal site boundary that may have an effect on the landscape character of the area.
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Table 11-2: Magnitude of Landscape Impacts

Magnitude of
Impact

Description

Change that would be large in extent and scale with the loss of critically important
landscape elements and features, that may also involve the introduction of new
Very High uncharacteristic elements or features that contribute to an overall change of the
landscape in terms of character, value and quality.

Change that would be more limited in extent and scale with the loss of important
landscape elements and features, that may also involve the introduction of new
uncharacteristic elements or features that contribute to an overall change of the
landscape in terms of character, value and quality.

High

Changes that are modest in extent and scale involving the loss of landscape
characteristics or elements that may also involve the introduction of new
uncharacteristic elements or features that would lead to changes in landscape
character, and quality.

Medium

Changes affecting small areas of landscape character and quality, together with the
Low loss of some less characteristic landscape elements or the addition of new features or
elements.

Changes affecting small or very restricted areas of landscape character. This may
Negligible include the limited loss of some elements or the addition of some new features or
elements that are characteristic of the existing landscape or are hardly perceivable.

The significance of a landscape impact is based on a balance between the sensitivity of the landscape receptor
and the magnitude of the impact. The significance of landscape impacts is arrived at using the following
matrix:

Table 11-3: Landscape Impact Significance Matrix

Sensitivity of Receptor

Scale/Magnitude Very High High Medium Low Negligible

Very High Profound Profound- Substantial Moderate Slight
substantial

High Profound- Substantial Substantial - | Moderate- Slight-

substantial moderate slight imperceptible

Medium Substantial Substantial - | Moderate Slight Imperceptible
moderate

Low Moderate Moderate- Slight Slight- Imperceptible
slight imperceptible

Negligible Slight Slight- Imperceptible Imperceptible Imperceptible
imperceptible

*Light grey shading indicates a level of impact that is considered to be ‘significant’ in EIA terms

Note that potential beneficial landscape impacts are not accounted for in the tables and matrix above. This is
on the basis that commercial scale wind energy projects are very unlikely to generate beneficial landscape
impacts. In the rare instances that this might occur, by facilitating the rehabilitation of a degraded landscape
(for example), the benefits are considered in the overall appraisal and the significance of impact would default
to the lowest end of the range (Imperceptible).
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11.2.5 Assessment Criteria for Visual Impacts

As with the landscape impact, the visual impact of the proposed wind farm will be assessed as a function of
sensitivity versus magnitude. In this instance the sensitivity of visual receptors, weighed against the
magnitude of visual effects.

11.2.5.1Visual Sensitivity

Unlike landscape sensitivity, visual sensitivity has an anthropocentric basis. Visual sensitivity is a two-sided
analysis of receptor susceptibility (people or groups of people) versus the value of the view on offer at a
particular location.

To assess the susceptibility of viewers and the amenity value of views, the assessors use a range of criteria
and provide a four point weighting scale to indicate how strongly the viewer/view is associated with each of
the criterion. Susceptibility criteria is extracted directly from the IEMA Guidelines for Landscape and Visual
Assessment (2013), whilst the value criteria relate to various aspects of a view that might typically be related
to high amenity including, but not limited to, scenic designations. These are set out below:

1

Susceptibility of receptor group to changes in view. This is one of the most important criteria to
consider in determining overall visual sensitivity because it is the single category dealing with viewer
susceptibility. In accordance with the IEMA Guidelines for Landscape and Visual Assessment (3rd
edition 2013) visual receptors most susceptible to changes in views and visual amenity are;
Residents at home;

People, whether residents or visitors, who are engaged in outdoor recreation, including use of public
rights of way, whose attention or interest is likely to be focussed on the landscape and on particular
views;

Visitors to heritage assets, or to other attractions, where views of the surroundings are an important
contributor to the experience;

Communities where views contribute to the landscape setting enjoyed by residents in the area; and
Travellers on road rail or other transport routes where such travel involves recognised scenic routes
and awareness of views is likely to be heightened.

Visual receptors that are less susceptible to changes in views and visual amenity include;

l

P1892

People engaged in outdoor sport or recreation, which does not involve or depend upon appreciation
of views of the landscape; and

People at their place of work whose attention may be focussed on their work or activity, not their
surroundings and where the setting is not important to the quality of working life.

Recognised scenic value of the view (County Development Plan designations, guidebooks, touring
maps, postcards etc). These represent a consensus in terms of which scenic views and routes within
an area are strongly valued by the population because in the case of County Development Plans, at
least, a public consultation process is required;

Views from within highly sensitive landscape areas. Again, highly sensitive landscape
designations are usually part of a county’s Landscape Character Assessment, which is then
incorporated with the County Development Plan and is therefore subject to the public consultation
process. Viewers within such areas are likely to be highly attuned to the landscape around them;

Intensity of use, popularity. Whilst not reflective of the amenity value of a view, this criterion
relates to the number of viewers likely to experience a view on a regular basis and whether this is
significant at county or regional scale;

Provision of elevated panoramic views. This relates to the extent of the view on offer and the

tendency for receptors to become more attuned to the surrounding landscape at locations that afford
broad vistas.
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 Sense of remoteness and/or tranquillity. Remote and tranquil viewing locations are more likely
to heighten the amenity value of a view and have a lower intensity of development in comparison to
dynamic viewing locations such as a busy street scene, for example;

1 Degree of perceived naturalness. Where a view is valued for the sense of naturalness of the
surrounding landscape it is likely to be highly sensitive to visual intrusion by obvious human
interventions;

1 Presence of striking or noteworthy features. A view might be strongly valued because it contains
a distinctive and memorable landscape feature such as a promontory headland, lough or castle;

 Historical, cultural or spiritual value. Such attributes may be evident or sensed at certain viewing
locations that attract visitors for the purposes of contemplation or reflection heightening the sense of
their surroundings;

 Rarity or uniqueness of the view. This might include the noteworthy representativeness of a
certain landscape type and considers whether other similar views might be afforded in the local or the
national context;

1 Integrity of the landscape character in view. This criterion considers the condition and intactness
of the landscape in view and whether the landscape pattern is a regular one of few strongly related
components or an irregular one containing a variety of disparate components;

Sense of place. This criterion considers whether there is special sense of wholeness and harmony at
the viewing location; and

Sense of awe. This criterion considers whether the view inspires an overwhelming sense of scale or
the power of nature.

Those locations where highly susceptible receptors or receptor groups are present, and which are deemed to
satisfy many of the view value criteria above are likely to be judged to have a high visual sensitivity and vice
versa.

11.2.5.2Visual Impact Magnitude

The magnitude of visual effects is determined on the basis of two factors; the visual presence of the proposal
and its effect on visual amenity.

Visual presence is a somewhat quantitative measure relating to how noticeable or visually dominant the
proposal is within a particular view. This is based on a number of aspects beyond simply scale in relation to
distance. Some of these include the extent of the view as well as its complexity and the degree of existing
contextual movement experienced such as might occur where turbines are viewed as part of / beyond a busy
street scene. The backdrop against which the development is presented and its relationship with other focal
points or prominent features within the view is also considered. Visual presence is essentially a measure of
the relative visual dominance of the proposal within the available vista and is expressed as such i.e. minimal,
sub-dominant, co-dominant, dominant, highly dominant.

For wind energy developments, a strong visual presence is not necessarily synonymous with adverse impact.
Instead, the 2003 SEI funded survey of ‘Attitudes Towards the Development of Wind Farms in Ireland’ found
that “wind farms are seen in a positive light compared to other utility-type structures that could be built on
the landscape”. A subsequent tourism study commissioned by Bord Failte in 2008 found that; “Almost three
quarters of respondents claim that potentially greater numbers of wind farms would either have no impact on
their likelihood to visit or have a strong or fairly strong positive impact on future visits to the island of Ireland.”
The purpose here is not to suggest that turbines are either inherently liked or disliked, but rather to highlight
that the assessment of visual impact magnitude for wind turbines is more complex than just the degree to
which turbines occupy a view. Furthermore, a clear and comprehensive view of a wind farm might be
preferable in many instances to a partial, cluttered view of turbine components that are not so noticeable
within a view. On the basis of these reasons, the visual amenity aspect of assessing impact magnitude is
qualitative and considers such factors as the spatial arrangement of turbines both within the scheme and in
relation to surrounding terrain and land cover. It also examines whether the development contributes
positively to the existing qualities of the vista or results in distracting visual effects and disharmony.
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It should be noted that as a result of this two-sided analysis, a high order visual presence can be moderated
by a low level of effect on visual amenity and vice versa.

Given that wind turbines do not represent significant bulk, visual impacts result almost entirely from visual
‘intrusion’ rather than visual ‘obstruction’ (the blocking of a view). The magnitude of visual impacts is classified
in the following table:

Table 11-4: Magnitude Value and Sensitivity

Criteria ‘ Description

The proposal intrudes into a large proportion or critical part of the available vista and
is without question the most noticeable element. A high degree of visual disorder or
disharmony is also generated, strongly reducing the visual amenity of the scene

Very High

The proposal intrudes into a significant proportion or important part of the available
vista and is one of the most noticeable elements. A considerable degree of visual
disorder or disharmony is also likely to be generated, appreciably reducing the visual
amenity of the scene

High

The proposal represents a moderate intrusion into the available vista, is a readily
noticeable element and/or it may generate a degree of visual disorder or disharmony,
thereby reducing the visual amenity of the scene. Alternatively, it may represent a
balance of higher and lower order estimates in relation to visual presence and visual
amenity

Medium

The proposal intrudes to a minor extent into the available vista and may not be noticed
by a casual observer and/or the proposal would not have a marked effect on the visual
amenity of the scene

Low

The proposal would be barely discernible within the available vista and/or it would not

Negligible detract from, and may even enhance, the visual amenity of the scene

11.2.6 Visual Impact Significance

As stated above, the significance of visual impacts is a function of visual receptor sensitivity and visual
impact magnitude. This relationship is expressed in the significance matrix in Table 11.5 below.

Table 11-5: Visual Impact Significance Matrix

Sensitivity of Receptor

Scale/Magnitude Very High High Medium Negligible

: Profound- . .
Very High Profound substantial Substantial Moderate Slight
. Profound- . Substantial - Moderate- Slight-
Al substantial ST moderate slight imperceptible
Medium Substantial Substantial - Moderate Slight Imperceptible
moderate
Moderate- . Slight- .
Low Moderate slight Slight imperceptible Imperceptible
Negligible Slight slight- Imperceptible Imperceptible Imperceptible
imperceptible

*Light grey shading indicates a level of impact that is considered to be ‘significant’ in EIA terms

*Note: The significance matrices provided above at table 11.3 and table 11.5 provide an indicative framework
from which the significance of impact is derived. The significance judgement is ultimately determined by the
assessor using professional judgement. Due to nuances within the constituent sensitivity and magnitude
judgements, this may be up to one category higher or lower than indicated by the matrix.
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11.3 Existing Environment

11.3.1 Landscape Baseline

The landscape baseline represents the existing landscape context and is the scenario against which any
changes to the landscape brought about by the proposal will be assessed. This also includes reference to any
relevant landscape character appraisals and the current landscape policy context (both are generally
contained within County Development Plans).

A general description of the landscape context of the proposed wind farm site and wider study area is provided

below. Additional descriptions of the landscape as viewed from each of the selected viewpoints are provided
under the detailed assessments later.

11.3.2 Landform and Drainage

The landscape of the study area is predominantly flat to gently undulating, particularly in the central study
area, with isolated hills in the south/southeast and the north/northeast, as well as the Slieve Bloom Mountains
in the southwest, which exceed 500m AOD in height. A subtle elevated area also emerges northwest of the
central study area, and plateaus at approx. 130m AOD. Most of the central study area, as well as large
swathes of the north-eastern section of the study area, remain below 90m AOD.

Due to the flat and often boggy nature of much of the central study area, watercourses are generally not that
distinctive, meaning drainage is, in places, a dendritic pattern of meandering small streams and drains. The
River Barrow is an exception to this, which flows northwest-southeast through the central study area. Sourced
in the Slieve Bloom Mountains, the Owenass River in the southwest and the Clodiagh River in the northwest,
respectively, of the study area are less notable watercourses. In the north of the study area, both the Grand
Canal and the relatively petite Tullamore River are also present.

The site of the proposed development is located in relatively low-lying lands below the 80m contour level. A

small tributary of the River Barrow flows through the site and to the east of the site is another tributary of
that river.

11.3.3 Land Use and Land Cover

The land cover of the central study area is a combination of cutaway peatland, and associated marginal
farmland, reverting scrubland and forestry around the peatland fringes, as well as more productive agricultural
farmland more frequently found on better-drained ground further from the cutaway peatland. Fields within
such farmland vary from mid-large size.

The same general land cover pattern of the central study area is repeated in the northeast of the study area,
but for most of the study area pastoral agriculture, followed by cropping and commercial conifer plantations,
are the main land uses. Heather and commercial forestry are the major land uses across the Slieve Bloom
Mountains. In the northeast quadrant of the study area, is the 28-turbine Mount Lucas windfarm, located
across a regenerating/re-wilding cutaway bog in Co. Offaly, which also entrails 7km of public walkway-cycle
way around the Bord na Mona wind farm. Upon the lowlands, only modest sized settlements occur within the
study area and these contribute a low proportion of urban land cover in the context of the overall study area.
In addition, there are a number of golf courses in the southeast and east of the study area, as well as heritage
demesne landscapes such as Emo Court and Stradbally Hall.

The proposed Dernacart Wind Farm site is located along peatland fringe farmland and forestry at the
southwestern and southern periphery of a substantial cutaway peatland area. Landcover on the site of the
proposed development entails peat bog, coniferous forest and pasture. A large cutaway bog is located to the
north and east of the site, while to the south and west are agricultural lands.
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Figure 11-1: Land cover pattern of cutaway bogs, forestry and farmland within the
central study area (Please note: red stars indicate turbine location).
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Figure 11-2: Typical flat lowland landscape in the central study area

W

Figure 11-4: Heather and commercial forestry on the Slieve Blooms
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11.3.4 Landscape Policy Context and Designations

11.3.4.1Department of Environment, Heritage and Local Government Wind Energy Development
Guidelines (2006)

The Wind Energy Development Guidelines (2006) provide guidance on wind farm siting and design criteria for
a number of different landscapes types. The site of the proposed development is considered to be located
within a landscape that is generally consistent with the ‘Flat Peatland’ landscape type in terms of flatness and
broad scale land use patterns, which consist of predominantly cutaway peatland and peatland fringe forestry
in the central study area. However, there is also flat farmland and peatland fringe farmland in the central
study area that share some characteristics with the ‘Hilly and Flat Farmland’ landscape type from the
Guidelines. In the wider study area, there is also the ‘Mountain Moorland’ landscape type, although this is
located more than 8km southwest of the site of the proposed development.

In instances where two or more landscape types are potentially applicable, the Guidelines recommend
consideration of the advice for each landscape type rather than just that, which is considered to be most
applicable. The Guidance specifically states (p47):

“It is, however, common that a wind energy development is located in one landscape character
type but is visible from another, for example, where the site comprises an unenclosed moorland
ridge standing above a broad flat farmland. In such an instance, the entire visual unit should be
taken into consideration ...”

Siting and design recommendations for the ‘Flat Peatland’ and ‘Hilly and Flat Farmland’ landscape types
include the following:

Table 11-6: Guidance for Wind Farms in the ‘Flat Peatland’ landscape type (DoEHLG
Wind Energy Development Guidelines — 2006)

Criteria Guidance

Wind energy developments can be placed almost anywhere in these landscapes from an
aesthetic point of view. They are probably best located away from roadsides allowing a
reasonable sense of separation. However, the possibility of driving through a wind
energy development closely straddling a road could prove an exciting experience.

Location

The vast scale of this landscape type allows for a correspondingly large spatial extent

Spatial Extent for wind energy developments.

Regular spacing is generally preferred, especially in areas of mechanically harvested

Spacing peat ridges.
In open expanses, a wind energy development layout with depth, preferably comprising
Layout a grid, is more appropriate than a simple linear layout. However, where a wind energy

development is located close to features such as a river, road or escarpment, a linear or
staggered linear layout would also be appropriate.

Aesthetically, tall turbines would be most appropriate. In any case, in terms of viability
Height they are likely to be necessary given the relatively low wind speeds available. An even
profile would be preferred.
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Table 11-7: Guidance for Wind Farms in the ‘Hilly and Flat Farmland’ landscape type

Criteria Guidance

Location on ridges and plateaux is preferred, not only to maximise exposure, but also to
ensure a reasonable distance from dwellings. Sufficient distance should be maintained
from farmsteads, houses and centres of population in order to ensure that wind energy
developments do not visually dominate them. Elevated locations are also more likely to
achieve optimum aesthetic effect. Turbines perceived as being in close proximity to, or
overlapping other landscape elements, such as buildings, roads and power or telegraph
poles and lines may result in visual clutter and confusion. While in practice this can be
tolerated, in highly sensitive landscapes every attempt should be made to avoid it.

Location

This can be expected to be quite limited in response to the scale of fields and such
topographic features as hills and knolls. Sufficient distance from buildings, most likely
to be critical at lower elevations, must be established in order to avoid dominance by
the wind energy development.

Spatial Extent

The optimum spacing pattern is likely to be regular, responding to the underlying field
pattern. The fields comprising the site might provide the structure for spacing of

Spacing turbines. However, this may not always be the case and a balance will have to be struck
between adequate spacing to achieve operability and a correspondence to field pattern.
The optimum layout is linear, and staggered linear on ridges (which are elongated) and
Layout hilltops (which are peaked), but a clustered layout would also be appropriate on a hilltop.

Where a wind energy development is functionally possible on a flat landscape a grid
layout would be aesthetically acceptable.

Turbines should relate in terms of scale to landscape elements and will therefore tend
not to be tall. However, an exception to this would be where they are on a high ridge or
Height hilltop of relatively large scale. The more undulating the topography the greater the
acceptability of an uneven profile, provided it does not result in significant visual
confusion and conflict.

As can be seen from Tables 11.6 and 11.7 above, the guidance in respect of wind energy development in
‘Hilly and Flat Farmland’ is somewhat contradictory to that in ‘Flat Peatland’ areas, especially in regard to
spatial extent and height. This is a regular occurrence when interpreting the Guidelines as most wind farm
sites traverse or contain elements of more than one landscape type. In such instances it is necessary to
understand the characteristics of the landscape types and how this has informed the particular guidance. For
example, the degree of openness or enclosure from terrain and vegetation as well as the scale of prevailing
landscape patterns are the main reasons for the disparate guidance in the two landscape types applicable to
this site. The design approach for the proposed wind farm is most consistent with the guidance relating to
‘flat peatland’ landscapes, as this is the predominant character type. This is manifest in the proposed turbine
height, whilst the extent of the eight-turbine development remains modest, as an acknowledgement of the
shared peatland / farmland characteristics of the central study area.

11.3.4.2 County Development Plans

The proposed wind farm is located in northern County Laois and aligns the County Offaly border. While these
two counties occupy the vast majority of the study area, County Kildare enters the eastern fringe of the study
area.

It is not considered that the proposed wind farm will materially impact on the landscape character of County
Kildare, or other counties in the wider study area, even if turbines may be visible in the background from
some elevated vantage points. For this reason, only the Landscape Character Assessment and associated
Wind Energy policies for Counties Laois and Offaly will be considered in respect of potential landscape effects
in this instance. The same approach does not apply to visual impacts and, where relevant, visibility of turbines
from neighbouring counties within the study area will be appropriately assessed, particularly where this relates
to designated scenic routes and views within the relevant County Development Plans (refer to Visual Baseline).
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11.3.4.3 Laois County Development Plan (2017 — 2023)

A County Laois Landscape Character Assessment (2017-2023) has been prepared as part of the Laois County
Development Plan (CDP). Section 4 of the Assessment entails “Landscape Trends of County Laois,” with
section 4.2 relating to “Infrastructure and Industry,” which states that:

“...Wind energy is also a visually prominent form of development and should be located away from
highly sensitive landscapes and those of exceptional value. One landscape character type in the county
being considered for this form of development is harvested peatland. While substantially lower than
hill and mountain locations, the potential landscape impact will still need careful appraisal.”

Section 4.8 of the Assessment relates to ‘Likely forms of Development.’ This entails ‘Wind turbines, installed
as single turbines or wind farms,’ which states that:

“...Increasing renewable energy provision is a key element of central and regional government policy
and is also emphasised in the Laois County Development Plan, 2006-2012. Key impacts on landscape
character will include visual impact on long and short-range views, sensitive historic landscapes and
cumulative impacts of other wind farms, including those in neighbouring counties [..]. Physical
impacts on sensitive landscape features such as habitats, historic artefacts and vegetation will also
need to be considered and mitigated against.”

In Section 5 of the County Laois Landscape Character Assessment, the county is divided up into seven
Landscape Character Types (i.e. distinct types of landscape that are relatively homogenous in character).
However, there is no stated or designated sensitivity for each Landscape Character Type (LCT).

The site of the proposed development is mostly within the “Lowland Agricultural Areas” (LCT2) Landscape
Character Type, while also entering into the “Peatland Areas” LCT (LCT5). This is important to note, as LCAs
seldom have abrupt or obvious boundaries between them. Instead, they tend to have core areas that contain
the key defining features of the LCA, as well as peripheral areas that share some commonality with
neighbouring LCAs, in what can often be a broad transitional zone. In this instance, most of the proposed
turbines are located in a commercial conifer plantation that serves as a buffer between agricultural/ pastoral
land use, and the commercially harvested peatland. A minority of the proposed turbines are located within
lowland agricultural land use. Owing to such proximity and land use, the landscape character of the central
study area bears most similarities to the aforementioned ‘Flat Peatland’ landscape type, from the Wind Energy
Development Guidelines, followed by the ‘Hilly and Flat Farmland’ landscape type.

It should also be noted that approx. 4km southwest of the site is the north-eastern edge of the “"Mountain
Areas” LCT, and an “Urban Fringe Areas” LCT (i.e. Mountmellick) is within 2km southeast of the site. However,
in terms of Landscape character, the salient landscape character of the central study area (i.e. less than 5km
from the site) is characterised by a mix of the “Lowland Agricultural Areas” LCT and the “Peatland Areas” LCT.

LCT2: Lowland Agricultural Areas:
Key characteristics of this LCT include:

f In terms of land use, it is comprised primarily of pastoral and tillage agriculture.

f Itis generally a flat open landscape [...] with long-range views towards the upland areas.

f Field patterns tend to be of large scale and are generally bounded by deciduous hedgerows containing

mature trees.

f  Farm sizes are larger than average.

f  Throughout the county there is an abundance of 18th and 19th century demesnes with extensive
areas of mixed woodland and parkland bounded by original stonewalls, creating an attractive
landscape setting for the numerous estate houses.

1  The Lowland LCT has been developed more extensively than other LCT’s, particularly in the north and
east [...]. This has resulted in significant changes to the landscape character and it is crucial that
future development of this LCT is carried out sensitively and with particular reference to the rural
nature of the landscape.

. Much of the lowlands have an enclosed character with well-treed road corridors, dense hedgerows,
parkland and areas of woodland.
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Views of landmarks within the landscape and of the surrounding upland areas are a characteristic of
this area and must be retained because the interaction between the lowlands and hills/uplands is an
important feature of this LCT.

Figure 11-5: Extract of Map 6- Landscape Character Assessment of the Laois Landscape

Character Assessment.

LCT5: Peatland Areas:

Key characteristics of this LCT include:

l
1

P1892

Topography is strikingly flat.

Land cover is raised bog, much of which is now exhausted and being considered for alternatives uses
including afforestation, amenity and wind energy.

This landscape type could be more accurately described as a specific habitat, rather than a landscape
type per se.

Commercially harvested peatland areas are generally devoid of vegetation and present as an evenly
exposed surface of peat. Such a manmade landscape has a sterile and, indeed, industrial character.
Pockets of rough grazing and scrubland also exist in this landscape character area.
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