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FOREWORD

The Swedish Transport Administration has the 
overall responsibility for creating a transport system 
that is sustainable over the long term, and e�cient. 
The transport system has a considerable impact on 
the landscape as a result of the building and manage-
ment of roads and railways. For the Swedish Trans-
port Administration, therefore, a holistic approach 
to the resources, values and change processes of the 
landscape has become an increasingly important 
issue. Understanding the landscape as an arena is an 
important basis and starting point for both long term 
strategic planning and in continuing spatial planning. 
Big and costly pending infrastructure investments, in 
high-speed railways among other things, further un-
derline the signi�cance of drawing up knowledge and 
support documentation that encompasses natural and 
cultural landscapes as well as issues of con�guration, 
in an integrated manner. 

Only a short time after the creation of the Swedish 
Transport Administration in 2010, this increased 
focus on landscapes led to several initiatives aimed 

at developing knowledge and methods in the area. 
The material presented here is the fruit of a research 
project extending over several years, �Including 
landscapes in long-term spatial planning�, as well as 
of several related development projects and practi-
cal trials in applying and evaluating the �integrated 
landscape character assessment� tool. A number of 
commissions have since used integrated landscape 
character assessment as a theoretical basis. Notably, 
these include the method for strategic environmental 
assessment, the government commission on Green 
Infrastructure, and the Swedish Transport Admin-
istration�s internal guidelines for landscape adapta-
tion. In ongoing and continuing work, a cross-agency 
project (within the framework of the Environmental 
Objectives Council) has been initiated in which 
several government agencies are testing the tool�s ap-
plicability in their respective sectors.

Integrated landscape character assessment uses 
existing knowledge in new contexts and new ways. 
The method was developed by the Swedish Trans-

port Administration based on earlier characterisation 
methods, but it di�ers from these in some respects. 
What the method adds are the regional scale, a cross-
sector working method, access to decision guidance 
at an early stage, and the view that the landscape is an 
arena for planning and thus the very prerequisite for 
future measures and development. Integrated land-
scape character assessment also describes the entire 
landscape, not just limited designated areas. Another 
new feature is that the method considers the sensitiv-
ity and potential of the landscape as a guidance factor 
in planning how measures can be carried out.

The Swedish Transport Administration needs 
knowledgeable employees and consultants who can 
understand and implement knowledge about the 
landscape at the planning stages and in projects. This 
method description is one of the tools for imparting 
such knowledge, and describes the method known as 
integrated landscape character assessment, abbrevi-
ated ILCA. 
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��Introduction 

for working with the landscape in this way and gives 
examples of the bene�ts and areas of application of 
the assessment method.

Below are six comprehensive steps. They are not 
repeated in the instructions, but are intended to give 
an overall picture of the purpose and possibilities of 
integrated landscape character assessment.

�. What is the assessment going to be used for?
What is the purpose of the assessment? How early in 
the planning process should it be made? Does it have 
a broad, general purpose, as in a national or regional 
plan? Or is it intended as a basis for a more speci�c 
planning situation, as in measure selection studies? 
What has been assessed beforehand and what comes 
after � how does the knowledge live on? Who is to 
use the assessment and for what decisions? What 
goals need to be achieved for the planning situation 
as a whole? Are there development goals for the land-
scapes in which changes are being planned? These 

questions are fundamental and need to be answered 
before proceeding with the following steps.

�. Delimitation
What are the ends for which the planning is intend-
ed? Infrastructure or utilisation? Or for regional or 
local development? For the hospitality sector per-
haps, or sustainable resource use? For a joint spatial 
planning initiative by several parties? The answers to 
these questions determine the direction of the assess-
ment.

What area is being assessed? How is this related to 
areas that are excluded from the assessment?

Who needs to participate � client, provider, exam-
iner? How do you sta� the planning situation and its 
various phases?

How do you capture knowledge from people in the 
area? The European Landscape Convention refers to 

�landscape ... as perceived by people.� What degree of 

This method description describes, in concrete terms, 
the assessment tool integrated landscape character 
assessment and is directed at anyone who can bene�t 
from the knowledge that such an assessment pro-
duces. It is directed at the client for the assessment, 
who needs the knowledge in order to make various 
decisions. It is directed at the provider, who is to carry 
out the assessment, and it is directed at the examiners, 
who in various ways oversee the exercise of public 
authority and compliance with legislation. These 
roles are explained in greater detail below.

It is a fundamental prerequisite that the assessment 
be pre�xed by the word integrated. Interpreting land-
scapes is not a job for one person. A landscape is a 
complex reality that is used by everyone for a number 
of di�erent purposes. Working with landscapes is a 
team e�ort that needs to be carried out in a spirit of 
collaboration and with sustainability as the objective.

These instructions are practical in nature, describing 
the procedure, sta�ng and elements of the assess-
ment. The opening chapter describes the reasons 
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citizen collaboration is suitable at the scale for which 
the assessment is being made?

Answers to the questions in steps 1 and 2 are neces-
sary in order for the assessment to be appropriately 
set up and sta�ed.

�. Carry out an integrated landscape character 
	 assessment
Carry out the integrated landscape character as-
sessment. These instructions describe the working 
method and gives examples of subsidiary analyses 
and manners of presentation.

�. Use sensitivity and potential as guidance
Changes to a landscape are associated with sensitivity 
as well as with potential. The landscape has a vulner-
ability, but plans and projects also o�er the opportu-
nity for development through healing, strengthening 
and creating qualities. Sensitivity and potential pro-
vide alternatives for action that function as construc-

tive pieces of advice and guidance in the planning 
situation. Sensitivity needs to be highlighted and han-
dled with competence. Thinking in terms of potential 
is a matter of seeing possibilities not just in the cur-
rent planning situation, but also for the surroundings 
in which the changes are to occur. For example, an 
improved infrastructure can be achieved at the same 
time as you get a strengthened landscape. This brings 
a positive and enabling force into planning.

�. How does the planning process or project  
	 need continuous knowledge support?
How is the newly acquired knowledge about the land-
scape going to live on in planning farther down the 
road? Who will carry the knowledge forward? How 
do you ensure that decisions are made on the basis 
of this knowledge alongside other decision guid-
ance? How does the knowledge subsist between the 
stages in planning and projects? The knowledge and 
the rami�cations of various alternatives for action 
need to be omnipresent to ensure decisions that are 
directed towards sustainability.

�. Organisational learning
How can an increased understanding of landscape 
conditions, sensitivity and potential improve future 
planning and project processes? Integrated land-
scape character assessment is a relatively new tool 
and approach. The assessment�s holistic take on the 
landscape�s character, function and relationships is 
signi�cant for sustainable development, with strong 
links to Sweden�s environmental objectives. Can 
organisations that carry out spatial planning develop 
their processes with the help of an increased focus on 
landscapes, in order to make sustainable development 
possible?

These instructions provides no answers for the two 
last steps, but they are salient issues for activating 
the knowledge about the landscape. This is, after all, 
about implementing the European Landscape Con-
vention in Sweden.
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Chapter 2

The landscape is the arena 
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ECOLOGY OF THE LANDSCAPE

HISTORICAL TIME DEPTH IN THE LANDSCAPE

FORM OF THE LANDSCAPE

WHAT�S NEW ABOUT ILCA?

Integrated landscape character assessment (ILCA) is 
a method for producing decision guidance that puts 
existing knowledge in a partially new context, for 
use in new ways. The method was developed by the 
Swedish Transport Administration but is based on 
earlier character assessment methods, albeit di�ering 
somewhat from these in some respects.

Regional scale
ILCA is primarily for regional decision guidance. This 
means that knowledge is aggregated to a regional 
system level, where the landscape�s features and 
functions can be explained in a bigger context. The 
decision guidance can then be made more in-depth.

Integration of �elds of knowledge 
The method is fundamentally cross-sectoral and 
involves a wide range of competences as well as roles 
in projects and processes. This requires that the 
competences work together � interpreting the land-
scape together, with several pairs of eyes at the same 

time. This shared building of knowledge encourages 
greater creativity in the planning of measures.

Early knowledge
By being available as decision guidance early on, 
ILCA can serve as support for wise decisions at cru-
cial early stages.

Shared arena for planning
ILCA describes the landscape, not as an environmen-
tal issue or interest, but as the very prerequisite for 
future measures and development.

No blind spots
ILCA describes the whole landscape, not just limited 
designated areas.

Sensitivity
The sensitivity of the landscape is described in terms 
of functionality and current character in a descriptive 
manner. The assessment does not classify sensitivity 
and does not specify any designated areas. Instead it 

Figure �. Understanding of and planning for the landscape requires 
interaction and collaboration between many actors. Illustration: 
Ingrid Frölich. 

usually be undertaken without the landscape becom-
ing a guiding issue.

A dialogue that sets out, instead, from the conditions 
and potential of the landscape provides wholly di�er-
ent opportunities for developing shared visions in a 
sustainable direction � to noticeably improve through 
the investments in question.

In this discursive territory, collaboration is crucial 
for resolving the usually complex planning situations. 
Collaboration needs to take place at all levels:

�	 between client, provider and examiner

�	 between competence areas

�	 between agencies and stakeholders

�	 between stages, i e between planners, project 
managers and contractors.

And also crosswise between all of these actors.
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Possibilities for in�uencing developments

Knowledge about the landscape
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sibilities of in�uencing planning are greatest. Early 
knowledge about the landscape increases the oppor-
tunities for making wise and cost-e�ective choices.

ILCA can be used in systems analyses and measure 
selection studies, where choices are to be made ac-
cording to the four-step principle and planning is 
focused on needs and gaps. ILCA is very useful in the 
collective e�ect assessment, and also when ordering 
measures once plans have been �nalised, e�g the for-
mulation of speci�c orders and the sta�ng of projects.

The decision guidance and methodology can also be 
used on a more detailed scale. This means that ILCA 
can be a suitable source of guidance during later 
stages as well, e�g those dealing with location, design, 
landscape adaptation, architectural characterisation 
etc, according to the planning process and in invest-
ment projects. In terms of content and structure, 
ILCA is well suited to serving as a bridge to other 
elements in later stages, such as cultural heritage as-
sessments and nature conservation value inventories. 
By building directly on and deepening the integrated 

can provide guidance for how measures may be car-
ried out.

Potential
The potential of the landscape is forward-looking and 
can give guidance as to how measures may be carried 
out such that the landscape is strengthened. Sensitiv-
ity and potential can be used as creative guidance in 
planning.

WHEN DO YOU MAKE AN ILCA?

An integrated landscape character assessment is 
primarily a regional decision guidance document. As 
such it serves in planning situations for regional and 
national plans for transport infrastructure and the 
environmental assessment that these entail. In the 
same way, an ILCA serves in the external dialogues 
with other actors in early spatial planning.

Knowledge about the landscape is often at its lowest 
level early on in the processes, but that is when pos-

Figure �. The possibilities for in�uencing a project are greatest in the early planning 
stages � but that is when knowledge about the landscape is at its scarcest. Once 
knowledge has increased, the project has progressed so far that it may be di�cult to 
in�uence decisive elements. Choices of location, measures etc have already been made. 
Illustration: Befaringsbyrån.

landscape character assessment, the loss of important 
knowledge between stages is avoided.

ILCA can also be provide useful guidance in other 
planning contexts that are not primarily concerned 
with infrastructure. This might apply to regional 
plans for spatial planning, environmental assessments, 
ecosystem services assessments etc. In Sweden 
there are few methods and examples for planning at 
the regional level, and here ILCA can contribute to 
generating knowledge that extends across municipal 
boundaries. 





Photo: John Askling.



Chapter 3

Method
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A COMPLEX KNOWLEDGE BASIS

This training material describes the method for 
integrated landscape character assessments (ILCA). 
The method was developed in response to new needs 
within planning and management of infrastructure.

The opening chapter describes the problems aris-
ing from the fact that most planning situations use 
sectoral planning guidance documents. This means 
that nature conservation, cultural heritage manage-
ment and other landscape-related sectors present 
their areas of interest separately. There is the risk 
that planning and environmental assessments only 
consider the highlighted areas of interest and that 
infrastructure measures become located in the spaces 
between these objects. There is very little available 
information regarding these areas. The situation is 
illustrated in Figure 5.

To work instead with a complex knowledge basis 
shifts the focus from designated areas to structures 
and entities in the landscape, to functional connec-

tions and to what processes are ongoing. This can 
form the basis of more creative interaction and col-
laboration in order to �nd solutions for development 
needs regionally and locally, see Figure 6.

This knowledge gives us a holistic understanding of 
the landscape�s character, function and relationships, 
and means that knowledge from the three aspects 
form, historical time depth and ecology of the land-
scape is integrated into the description. This gives a 
shared understanding of the landscape as arena.

The limitation of the situation in Figure 5 is that it is 
easy to observe an �infringement� but harder to then 
extract constructive consequences from that. The 
more comprehensive description in Figure 6 provides 
guidance for possible courses of action on the basis 
of the knowledge gained and thus for how and where 
localisation and measures can occur.

ILCA � METHOD DEVELOPMENT

The research and innovation project �Including land-
scapes in long-term spatial planning� was ongoing 
between 2010 and 2016, with the task of developing 
and testing methods for making early landscape deci-
sion guidance documents. The purpose was improved 
ful�lment of the Swedish Transport Administration�s 
and Sweden�s various objectives for the environment, 
landscapes and landscape-adapted infrastructure, 
as well the possibility of making good impact as-
sessments of national and regional plans for trans-
port infrastructure. It is also a way for the Swedish 
Transport Administration to implement the European 

Figure �. Knowledge about the landscape is limited to 
designated value areas. For the areas in between these, 
there is no knowledge. Illustration: Befaringsbyrån.

Including landscapes in long-term planning
The research and innovation project �Including land-
scapes in long-term planning� has a website:

www.tra�kverket.se�landskap

It provides access to all publications and reports 
produced during the project period, with many sugges-
tions and examples.
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Landscape Convention�s bene�ts and requirements 
in its operations. See the adjacent fact box about the 
convention. The method also embraces the Conven-
tion on Biological Diversity (CBD).

The project led to the method presented in this 
training material. During the course of the project, 
the method was tested in many di�erent planning 
contexts and in investment projects, and was continu-
ously adapted to speci�c needs. Several researchers 
have followed up the e�ects of using the method and 
put it in an international context.

The method has parallels to the British �Landscape 
Character Assessment (LCA)�. One thing that distin-
guishes ILCA from LCA is that it has encompasses 
more gap and function analyses. LCA also emphasises 
form and cultural aspects, while ILCA more roundly 
integrates ecosystems and the ecology of the land-
scape. For this reason ILCA requires an interdisci-
plinary and integrated approach. ILCA is moreover 
focused fundamentally on description and analysis, 
and less on evaluation.

Figure �. With a complex knowledge basis, the focus is shifted to structures, entities and functional 
connections, which encourages forward-looking, creative collaboration about in�uencing and 
developing the landscape. Illustration: Befaringsbyrån.

The European Landscape Convention was rati�ed by Sweden in ���� and came into force a that time. Among other things, 
this meant that all public authorities with planning responsibilities needed to adjust their activities in and for the 
landscape to the tenor of the convention. Its �rst article reads:

Article � � De�nitions

For the purposes of the Convention:
a 	 Landscape means an area, as perceived by people, whose character is the result of the action and interaction of 

natural and�or human factors;

b 	 Landscape policy means an expression by the competent public authorities of general principles, strategies and 
guidelines that permit the taking of speci�c measures aimed at the protection, management and planning of land-
scapes;

c	 Landscape quality objective means, for a speci�c landscape, the formulation by the competent public authorities of 
the aspirations of the public with regard to the landscape features of their surroundings;

d	 Landscape protection means actions to conserve and maintain the signi�cant or characteristic features of a land-
scape, justi�ed by its heritage value derived from its natural con�guration and�or from human activity;

e 	 Landscape management means action, from a perspective of sustainable development, to ensure the regular upkeep 
of a landscape, so as to guide and harmonise changes which are brought about by social, economic and environmen-
tal processes;

f 	 Landscape planning means strong forward-looking action to enhance, restore or create landscapes.
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METHOD OVERVIEW

Analysing landscapes is about asking the relevant 
questions and seeking answers that can be put to use. 
Figure 7 on the right schematically summarises  the 
method.

By asking fundamental questions about the landscape 
as we perceive it today, we focus on what can be expe-
rienced: how the landscape functions and how people 
use it (A. Characterisation). An understanding of why 
it looks and functions as it does is obtained by digging 
deeper, into thematic analyses (B), and by listening 
to people. These themes need not be the traditional, 
sector-separated ones, but can instead become rel-
evant in-depth studies of the landscapes in question 
by means of a horizontal approach.

Once you have answers to these questions you have 
a �rm basis for thinking about the future. What are 
our options for action now that we know this? Where 
will it lead? Questions about sensitivity and potential 
provide guidance for important considerations in the 
planning and design processes as well as in operation 
and maintenance (C. Development trends, sensitivity 
and potential).

The method for integrated landscape character as-
sessment (ILCA) is focused on long term regional 
infrastructure planning and early measure selec-
tion studies. Its scale is regional, meaning that the 
assessment does not go into details. It can, however, 
be made more in-depth at other levels, which will be 
described later. Ecological, cultural and experiential 
connections rarely heed county or regional bounda-
ries, and therefore national as well as occasionally in-
ternational viewpoints are needed in order to explain 
the structure and function of a landscape.

A. What does the landscape look 
like, and how does it function?

C. Where is the landscape 
heading, and where does it 
lead us?

B. Why does the landscape look 
and function the way it does?

Figure �. Summary of the method for integrated landscape character assessment. Illustration: Befaringsbyrån.



An integrated landscape character assessment 
aims to provide an overall picture of the princi-
pal character, function and relationships of 
the landscape.

“
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The method is transparent and repeatable by allow-
ing for a systematic application of the concepts in 
Figure 7 according to this method description. Using 
a system of check lists, it is possible to go back and 
see what the grounds were for various delimitations, 
descriptions and assessments.

ROLES

There are three fundamental roles in the process. 
The client is the party that needs the knowledge base 
and commissions the provider, who carries out the 
lion�s share of the analysis. Additionally, examiners 
are needed � people with specialised knowledge 
who can examine, comment on and adjust facts and 
assessments. Examiners include specialists at the 
Swedish Transport Administration, from the county 
administrative board and from other authorities. 
Citizens and individuals who pursue activities in the 
landscape can take part as examiners and as provid-
ers of elements of the analysis, by means of dialogue 
or participation processes.

All roles need to have an understanding of the impor-
tance of integrating di�erent knowledge �elds in the 
process, and that these need to be not just present 
but also need to work together. The client needs to 
be clear about this already at the procurement stage, 
where the necessary competences have to be speci-
�ed.

An integrated landscape character assessment is 
usually carried out by a team of consultants. The 
team needs to have access to all the speci�ed compe-
tences, and they need to be able to work together. The 
analyses are not done in parallel but in an integrated, 
interdisciplinary manner. The examiners also need to 
organise themselves so that the dossier is penetrated 
in a multidisciplinary way.

IMPLEMENTATION

An integrated landscape character assessment is in-
tended to provide an overall picture of the landscape�s 
principal character, function and relationships, that 

is, what it looks like and why, how it works and what 
relationships people have to it.

The method requires a multidisciplinary working 
process that includes people with di�erent compe-
tences. These people will view the landscape with 
their own eyes, based on their specialist knowledge, 
and share this with each other during the course of 
the process. Through discussions they will then de-
velop a shared understanding of the landscape being 
assessed.

In practical terms, this is achieved by actors with 
di�erent competences taking part in a series of �eld 
trips and meetings together, as the work progresses. 
This produces a holistic assessment of the landscape � 
a shared narrative that all those involved are prepared 
to support.
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�	 landscape aspects to focus on
�	 organisation and roles, including any citizen 

participation
�	 areas of competence
�	 procedure � how and when do the di�erent roles 

participate? 

One element of delimitation that is worth highlight-
ing is the analysis of the measures and ambitions that 
feature in the planning situation, i e what measures 
that are largely conceivable or possible. An under-
standing is needed of what the physical expressions 
of these measures are in the landscape � technical 
requirements, space requirements, standards and so 
on. It is on the basis of these requirements that the 
assessments of sensitivity and potential can be made 
and can serve as guidance in the management of the 
measures. This means that the assessment is pointed 
in a particular direction. It may be directed towards 
other types of development than infrastructure 
speci�cally, but a direction is needed in order to make 
the analysis sharp and easily applicable, and in order 
for it to work as guidance.

�. Reading and preparations
Before the �rst �eld trip, thematic studies begin 
by means of reading, map studies etc. Studies and 
analyses made previously are collated. Examples of 
such studies include landscape analyses for various 
purposes, cultural environment programmes, dossiers 
from county administrative boards or municipalities, 
the National Atlas of Sweden and Atlas över Sverige. 
When studying existing material describing the land-
scape it is important that it is �reformatted� in accord-
ance with the current planning situation, require-
ments and the need for multidisciplinary competence. 
A comprehensive reading of the material and the 
relevant literature is then made for an understanding 
of the bigger picture.

Map studies are done to identify overall patterns and 
obtain an initial image of the landscape. Map studies 
usually allow for a rough division of the landscape 
into landscape types, which can then be veri�ed on 
the coming �eld trips.

�. Thematic studies
Thematic studies are needed in order to explain why 
the landscape looks and functions in the way it does. 
They are carried out in parallel with the overall work 
and provide continuous input to the joint process � 
from �eld trips to characterisation, assessment and 
guidance. By studying processes of change in the 
landscape, both thematically and in an integrated 
manner, it becomes possible to understand the 
landscape�s development and historical time depth � 
then, now and in a likely future. This forms the basis 
of an assessment of development trends, sensitivity 
and potential. As the picture of ongoing development 
trends and current requirements in the planning of 
measures becomes clearer, it will also become clearer 
which aspects of the landscape need to be highlighted 
in the thematic studies.

Here we propose three themes that illustrate di�er-
ent aspects of this: the landscape�s historical time 
depth (development), form and ecology. These themes 
need not follow traditional sector interests, and 
thematic studies can also be carried out jointly for 
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distinct, but it can also be indeterminate, in which 
case the boundary is drawn where you are most un-
certain about which character is dominant. It is there-
fore sometime necessary to de�ne transition zones 
in relation to surrounding areas, or allow character 
areas to partially overlap. Read more on characterisa-
tion in the Characterisation chapter.

�. Participation
Participation by experts as well as by the citizens and 
users who live in and use the landscape is important. 
That way you bene�t from both established specialist 
knowledge and local know-how. This can occur dur-
ing several stages of the process and in di�erent ways.

Citizen participation is tied to the scale of the assess-
ment. The closer you get to people�s everyday lives 
in the analyses, the more likely you are to be aided 
by knowledge and interpretation of the landscape 
through the people who live and work there. This 
method description does not include citizen collabo-
ration. Knowledge and methods may be sought in 

method description, covers the tasks that need to be 
carried out during �eld trips.

Questions that may be signi�cant for subsequent 
studies are discussed: Why does the landscape look 
and function the way it does? What processes are 
active? How is the landscape changed by natural pro-
cesses?  Is land utilisation stable or does it appear to 
be going through changes? A �eld trip usually results 
in a revision of the division into landscape types and a 
preliminary subdivision into character areas.

�. Characterisation
Characterisation of the landscape is about dividing it 
into areas � de�ning character areas which are geo-
graphically �xed � and organising them by landscape 
types that describe the conditions that de�ne them 
(read more on this in the Characterisation chapter). 
With thematic studies begun and taken into account, 
the �eld trip seeks character de�ning elements and 
functions, as well as boundaries where one character 
transitions into another. Sometimes this boundary is 

several of the themes (more on this in the Thematic 
studies chapter).

�. Field trips (befaring)
The word befaring is a loan from Norwegian, used 
in the Swedish version to emphasise that these �eld 
trips are not ordinary collection/inventory outings, 
but an observation in the �eld carried out with a mul-
tidisciplinary competence group. The aim is for all 
participants, with their di�erent specialised knowl-
edge, to achieve a shared basis by sharing experiences 
and knowledge of the landscape: to talk about and 
analyse the landscape in the landscape. It is therefore 
preferable if clients, providers and examiners all take 
part.

The object of the �eld trip is to clarify what the 
landscape looks like today and how it functions, and 
to constitute the basis for the division into landscape 
types and character areas, as well as for the analyses 
that need to be made in order to explain the land-
scape. A check list, provided as an appendix to this 

Photo: Bengt Schibbye Photo: Bengt Schibbye Photo: Bengt Schibbye

Image series �. Elements of the ILCA work process. Photo: Bengt Schibbye
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Characterisation



CHARACTER

Key characteristics and building 
blocks, and their interrelationship

�	 Land form, topography, relief, geo-
logical direction

�	 Rock types, soil types, water in the 
landscape	

�	 Spatiality and spatial contexts 
(open�closed, texture etc)	

�	 Vegetation and vegetation  
structure	

�	 Nature types and biotopes
�	 Land use as character
�	 Infrastructure
�	 Settlements (character, age, func-

tion, structure)
�	 Scale
�	 Complexity

FUNCTION

Functional aspects of the landscape 

�	 Movement patterns and functional 
connections (communications, cor-
ridors etc) 

�	 Spatial functions (landmarks, delimi-
tations, orientability etc)

�	 Ecological functions and connec-
tions

�	 Historical functions and contexts/ 
cultural history in the landscape

RELATIONSHIPS

People�s connection with and use of 
the landscape

�	 Identity and connection
�	 Cultural ecosystem services
�	 Signi�cant places/venues
�	 Use of the landscape
�	 Cultural references (places known 

from literature, art etc)
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CHARACTERISATION � INTRODUCTION

Describing the character of a landscape means describ-
ing the whole landscape � there are no blind spots. The 
European Landscape Convention de�nes a landscape 
as an area, as perceived by people, whose character is 
the result of the action and interaction of natural and/
or human factors. It also underlines that all types of 
landscapes are important to people � everyday areas as 
well as areas that are considered particularly beautiful. 
Research about landscapes that is connected with the 
convention centres on three concepts: character, func-
tion, relationships. The idea is that landscapes can be 
understood as:

�	 image/experience/perception (character)  
(Swanwick, 2003),

�	 ecosystem/socio-ecological system (function)
(Plieninger & Bieling, 2012)

�	 territory/identity area (relationships, sense of 
place) (Tuan, 1977; Stuart & Williams, 1998).

Fundamentally, the landscape is divided into land-
scape types  and character areas that describe similar 
conditions in a complex landscape description. This 
is referred to as characterisation. It has proven easier 
for people to relate to such a description � it tells a 
story, something that you can relate to. That way, a 
map is drawn which is really the landscape�s own, 
albeit interpreted by certain people, for speci�c areas 
of application. This becomes an image to pore over 
together in order to discuss changes and urgent fu-
ture development issues.

Aspects of the landscape
As an aid to analysing the constituent parts of a 
character area or a landscape type there is a check list 
(see appendix). Instead of dividing the aspects of the 
landscape by sector, they are classed as pertaining ei-
ther to the landscape�s character or to its function (see 
adjacent box). People�s relationships to the landscape 
is also included in the check list since this informa-
tion may be useful to those experts who are interpret-
ing the landscape. The check list can of course also 
be used in the event of citizen participation, if this is 
seen as being helpful, but there are other tools and 
methods to use in that instance.

Figure ��. Aspects of the landscape from the check list, see appendix.



Landscape character is a concentrated expres-
sion of the interplay between an area�s natural 
conditions, land use, historical and cultural 
content, as well as spatial and other perceivable 
circumstances that typi�es an area and distin-
guishes it from surrounding landscapes. 
(Clemetsen, 2010, translated)

“
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CHARACTER

Landscape character is a central concept in this 
method, and is de�ned as quoted above.

An �area�, as referred to in the de�nition, that is �set 
apart from the surrounding landscape�, is considered 
using the two terms landscape type and character area. 
The conditions referred to are a number of charac-
teristic building blocks � that build character. These 
are called key characteristics and need to be sought 
out jointly on �eld trips, through guidance docu-
ments and studies of the landscape (see the Thematic 
studies chapter). These key characteristics are the 
bearers of the landscape�s expression and character 
and are therefore sensitive to change, if the prevailing 
character is to remain. As a result of de�ning these 
conditions, guidance can be provided to the land-
scape�s sensitivity and potential. Key characteristics 
are not the same thing as highly valued areas or single 
interesting phenomena.

Image series ��. Key characteristics and building 
blocks in a �lesser mosaic landscape�. Selection: 
small-scale, hilly, variable spatiality, rich in 
biotopes and species, short dispersion distances, 
varied land use, varied settlements, historical tone. 
Photos: Bengt Schibbye.
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The identi�cation of the character of a given charac-
ter area can involve people who are active in and have 
a relationship to the place. Read more about partici-
pation in the Method chapter, under Implementation.

Character areas
In order for it to be possible to use the qualitative 
content of the landscape character in planning and 
administration, it as to be tied to geographically de-
limited areas � character areas. Each character area is 
unique and only exists in one place, and di�ers from 
adjacent areas.

Landscape types
Di�erent character areas almost always have certain 
shared features. Such shared features make it possi-
ble to categorise character areas into landscape types, 
e�g plains or rift valleys. Landscape types can feature 
in several places � an example is that the �Kristianstad 
plains� and the �Skara-Vara plains� are both character 
areas of the �plains� landscape type. In this method, 

the division into regional landscape types is an im-
portant basis for the description. It makes it possible 
to compare di�erent character areas with a similar 
structure, such as di�erent plains landscapes.

Choosing a description level
For each individual assessment it needs to be deter-
mined whether putting the emphasis on landscape 
types or on individual character areas will be most 
appropriate for the description and assessment. At 
an overall, regional scale there may be advantages 
to describing landscape types and specifying the 
description for character areas. If the scale of analysis 
is more detailed, however, it may be more appropriate 
to let the character area dominate the description.

Drawing boundaries
There is no given answer to how you delimit land-
scape types and character areas � where one charac-
ter transitions into another. Sometimes the boundary 
is distinct, but it can also be indeterminate, in which 

case the boundary is drawn where you are most 
uncertain about which character is dominant. It is 
therefore sometime necessary to de�ne transition 
zones in relation to surrounding areas, or as partially 
overlapping character areas.

Naming 
There is no predetermined set of landscape types in 
Sweden. Division and naming are adapted to current 
planning cases. However, for landscape types it may 
be appropriate to construct the name using natural 
geography terms that relate to the area�s topography, 
which of course is fundamental to infrastructure. 
Examples include plains, long valleys and ridge land-
scapes. For hilly landscapes it may be appropriate to 
specify whether it is a large-scale undulating land-
scape, a steeply hilly landscape or a small-scale rift val-
ley landscape. If there is a dominant feature it may be 
appropriate to specify this too, e�g a �at landscape rich 
in lakes. If there is no dominant feature, the landscape 
may be a mosaic landscape. Names such as �intermedi-
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Regional overall
LANDSCAPE TYPES

Regional overall
CHARACTER AREAS

1. PLAINS • Östgöta plain, Västanstång

• Ängelholm plain

• Kristianstad plain

• Southwest Skåne’s plains 

2. MOSAIC LANDSCAPE • Västergötland’s transition zone

• Southern Östergötland’s transition zone

• Northern Skåne’s transition zone

3. RIDGE LANDSCAPE • Hökensås

• Hallandsås

• Söderås

4. LARGE-SCALE 
RIFT VALLEY LANDSCAPE

• Sjuhäradsbygden

• Nissan river valley

5. FLAT LANDSCAPE 
WITH ABUNDANT LAKES

• Southern Småland’s lake landscape

6. LARGE-SCALE 
UNDULATING LANDSCAPE 

• South Swedish highland west of the 
Nissan

•
 

• 

7. VÄTTERN BASIN • Vättern basin

8. STEEPLY BROKEN,
FOREST-DOMINATED
LANDSCAPE

• Östra Vätternbranten and the Sommen

South Swedish highland between the 
Nissan and the Lagan
South Swedish highland east of the 
Lagan “Småland highland”
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Figure ��. Landscape types and character areas, here at the regional scale. The type of 
landscape (landscape type) can be found in several places (character areas). Character 
areas have geographical names � the exception here is the Vättern basin, which is 
unique in the country. Illustration: Befaringsbyrån.



















Photo: Pekka Kärppä.



Chapter 5

Thematic studies
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THEMATIC STUDY: THE LANDSCAPE�S 
FORM

Form is one of the basic parameters that make up 
a landscape�s character. The form of a landscape 
includes aspects such as its scale, structure and visual 
character. The scale and structure of a landscape are 
constituted by its topography, geological direction 
and relief, while its visual character � and to a certain 
extent its structure as well � is furthermore in�u-
enced by its varying degree of openness, and by the 
location and character of settlements and infrastruc-
ture. Thus a road running along the boundary be-
tween cultivated and forested land � often also where 
the soil types changes � can make the landscape�s 
own structure clearer. The openness or otherwise of 
the landscape is strongly linked to natural conditions 
(including rock and soil types, climate and water con-
ditions) as well as to current and historical land use.

Infrastructure measures can in�uence the scale of 
the landscape, e�g if the measures are on a consider-
ably larger scale than the landscape where they are 

applied. For example, an existing road that is rebuilt 
using large-scale geometry in a small-scale landscape. 
Infrastructure measures can also strengthen, or weak-
en or break, an existing and distinctive structure � or 
give rise to a barrier e�ect that disrupts connections 
between the di�erent parts of the landscape.

Underlying assumptions of a thematic study
The character description of a landscape is a snap-
shot of the landscape as a whole. The purpose of the 
thematic study is to describe the landscape�s form and 
explain what natural and cultural processes shaped it. 
A fundamental element of the study is understanding 
the natural geographic conditions, e�g where di�erent 
rock and soil types are, and the spatial conditions such 
as topographical conditions, geological directions in 
the landscape and the distribution of di�erent land-
scape elements such as lakes, forests, road networks 
and settlements. Information about the form of the 
landscape is a fundamental prerequisite for the con-

struction of installations. For that reason, the theme 
can also include a description of the form of the instal-
lations e�g geometrical and geotechnical requirements, 
the scale and structure of installations (e�g wind farms, 
settlements), bridges and embankments.

Aspects to analyse
For the form theme it is appropriate to analyse natu-
ral geographic conditions such as geology, geomor-
phology and hydrology, as well as spatial conditions 
such as structure, directions, scale and landscape 
elements.

Geology and geomorphology
Geology is the science of the origin, composition and 
evolution of the rock and soil types in the earth�s 
crust. Geomorphology is the study of land formations 
and the processes that give rise to them. Geology is 
one of the landscape�s slow processes, and can there-
fore be perceived as static, but in fact there is a con-

Figure ��. The landscape�s form stylised in a watercolour representation. Here a rift valley landscape with abundant lakes. 
Illustration: Emily Wade.
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stant creation, growth and ageing going on through 
continental drift and volcanism and, at the local scale, 
through decomposition and erosion. The geological 
timescale extends right across the earth�s history and 
naturally proceeds at a very slow pace. All biological 
processes and the changes we make to the landscape 
are very fast by comparison, and we can therefore 
relate to the geology of the landscape as something 
relatively constant. In the Nordic countries the land-
scapes are marked by the ice ages that abraded rock 
into moraine, and by melting away created sedimen-
tary structures such as boulder ridges and deltas. The 
elevation of the land that followed the ice melting 
away led to a rearrangement of the sediment and 
created the distribution of soil types that determines 
ecology and land use today.

In the context of an ILCA it is interesting to highlight 
the principal characteristics of an area�s geomorpho-
logical development. Examples might include the 
fundamental conditions of the bedrock, how the area 
was a�ected by the ice age and the uplift, and what 
physical traces remain in di�erent landscape types.

Hydrology
Water is an important component of the landscape. 
Water and ice have moreover shaped large parts of 
the landscapes we see today. The deposition of soil 
types is dependent on how water interacted with �ne 
sediment, e�g sandy deltas, bogs in former sea beds or 
old beaches washed clean of sand. A landscape�s hy-
drology is also precondition for what ecosystems and 
land use have been and are possible. From the 17th 
century on, humans have strongly altered the hydrol-
ogy of the landscape. Through the draining of arable 
land, woodland and bogs, and the building of power 
stations, cities and industries, natural water �ows 
have been restricted, quays have replaced shorelines 
and open ditches have been culverted. In general, 
therefore, our landscapes have become drier as 
areas for the natural �uctuations of water have been 
sharply reduced. With more sealed and built-up land, 
water �ows faster than in many natural systems, and 
increasing rainfall has led to great material damage in 
connection with the �ooding thus caused. The water 
cycle is ever ongoing, and is one of the landscape�s 

Figure ��. Areas below the highest coastline (HC) have been a�ected by 
ocean currents and waves that have distributed the soils. The arable 
soils are found in the valleys. Illustration: Lars Högberg�Västernorrland 
county administrative board.

functional processes that in�uences where and how 
we can build.

At the regional scale, water can be used to describe a 
landscape�s character, e�g lake landscapes or water-
rich �at landscapes. The presence of water must 
always be included In character descriptions of 
landscape types and character areas, e�g as a drained 
landscape with few open water surface areas, or 
a water-rich area with a large proportion of bogs, 
brooks and lakes.

Structure and direction
The main features of the landscape, its direction and 
structure, can largely be explained by the surface 
shape of the bedrock and the soil types. Are we in 
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mountainous terrain, hilly plains, or in a rift valley? 
Are there faults and �ssure systems that shape the 
direction of the landscape? Here the development of 
the landscape over millions and billions of years is 
explained. Together with the landscape�s relief, the 
structure often gives the landscape type its name, 
such as large-scale undulating or rift valley land-
scapes. Directions in the landscape are usually made 
up of ridges, river valleys, rift valleys and shorelines. 
In these cases, the directions give the landscape its 
character. In areas with a more complex structure, 
such as mosaic landscapes, there are no distinct 
directions. Landscapes without directions can be 
harder to �nd one�s way around in, and here instead it 
can be the infrastructure in itself that provides direc-
tions in the landscape.

Relief, which is to say relative altitude variation, 
tells us about the topography of the landscape. The 
landscape�s relief or relative altitude variation is an 
essential parameter, particularly for infrastructure. 
Roads and railways are geometrically rigid elements 
that can be di�cult to adapt to certain types of land-

scapes without making major changes (cuttings and 
embankments, tunnels and bridges). It is therefore 
important to register �wavelength� and �amplitude� in 
the terrain, where by wavelength we mean the incline 
and distance between peaks and valleys. Amplitude 
refers to the relative height di�erence between val-
ley �oors and mountain peaks. In several planning 
contexts a special map has been produced to show 
this, known as a �Teddy Map� (see e�g Figure 34). It is 
based on representations of elevation data, with the 
colour scale varying depending on the height above 
sea level. There is also shading to better bring out 
relief. Terms that can be used include �at, �at undu-
lating, undulating, slightly broken, hilly, large-scale 
undulating, steeply broken, and mountainous terrain 
(see image series 32 above).

The scale of the landscape
The concept of scale is essential when analysing the 
relationship between infrastructure and landscape. 
New infrastructure increasingly tend to be more 
large-scale � such as motorways, new railways, air-
ports and ports. The relationship between the scale 

of these installations and the landscape is an essential 
parameter. The scale is made up of the landscape�s 
overall topography together with open stretches of 
landscape and wooded areas. The characteristics of 
the landscape can be described with terms such as 

�small-scale� and �large-scale�.

Landscape elements
On the surface of the landscape are a number of land-
scape elements including lakes, wooded areas, road 
networks and built settlements. These landscape ele-
ments serve as building blocks, and the distribution 
of them gives an area its character. At the regional 
scale, all these elements are not described � instead 
the description concentrates on those elements that 
make up the landscape�s character.

Scale and detailing compared with other land-
scape assessments
An integrated landscape character assessment can be 
carried out at di�erent scales (see the Characterisa-
tion chapter, under Scale). This manual focuses on 

Flat landscape Undulating landscape

Image series ��. Illustration of how the relief of the landscape, or its relative altitude di�erences, goes from �at to steeply broken. Illustrations: Emily Wade.
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also used in the Swedish Transport Administration�s 
collective e�ect assessment.

Con�icts of scale
Con�icts of scale can be the result of e�g a large-scale 
installation being placed in a small-scale landscape.

Altered visual character
An altered visual character can occur when land use 
changes, when an infrastructure installation is con-
verted and changes the perception of a landscape, or 
when e�g a railway line is changed from an integrated 
tram character to an electri�ed track on an embank-
ment.

Con�icts of structure 
Con�icts of structure can be an e�ect when a meas-
ure does not coordinate well with the structure of the 
landscape, i e spatiality, patterns and directions. The 
term can also describe how urban structures or road 
networks are cut o�, with the e�ect that character 
and function are changed.

Sources for thematic study: the landscape�s 
form

�	 The National Atlas of Sweden for rocks and soil
�	 Geographical literature about the county
�	 General maps (Lantmäteriet) � Comprehensive, 

Road, Terrain, and Property maps
�	 Maps on soil types
�	 Maps on bedrock
�	 Elevation data
�	 Svenska Marktäckedata (Swedish Environmental 

Protection Agency)
�	 Terrain maps (e�g teddy maps, relief maps or 

Lantmäteriet�s �terrain shadowing�)
�	 Orthophotographs (Lantmäteriet, Google Earth 

etc)
�	 Existing landscape assessments
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Figure ��. Example from an ILCA for Road ��� which showed the landscape�s relief by means of this 
�Teddy map�. Here it shows watercourses, open terrain, densely built-up areas and roads. This degree of 
detail, at a scale of about �:�� ���, proved appropriate. The map gives a good picture of overall 
topographic structures, geological directions and to some extent scale. Map: Befaringsbyrån. Back-
ground map: 'Lantmäteriet, Geodatasamverkan.

Image series ��. Three sections from Lantmäteriet�s map �Terrängskuggning� (hillshade), available as a 
web service and with a very high resolution. Following laser scanning of all of Sweden, the terrain has 
been rendered in the same way as in the �teddy map� in Figure ��, and the landscape�s relief emerges 
very clearly. At the top we can see a drumlin in a rift valley landscape, in the middle a plateau, and at 
the bottom a rift valley landscape with a very clear geological direction. Maps: 'Lantmäteriet, 
Geodatasamverkan.

Examples of maps that show structure, topography and water in the landscape
The main features of the landscape, its geological direction and structure can be explained to a great extent by the surface forms 
of the bedrock and soil types. This can be described in maps where the topography is given a three-dimensional expression.
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Image series ��. Questions for the thematic study: Why does it look the way it does? What will we be taking into the future? Illustration: 
KMV forum. Maps and orthophotos: 'Lantmäteriet, Geodatasamverkan.
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THEMATIC STUDY: HISTORICAL TIME 
DEPTH IN THE LANDSCAPE

The thematic study of the Historical time depth in 
the landscape focuses on people and their use of the 
landscape and its natural resources over time. The 
physical traces left by humans throughout the ages 
are our cultural environment, and are present as 
character-creating dimension in all landscapes. The 
traces of people�s use of the landscape over time can 
be seen in big structures, such as the placement of 
localities in relation to each other, via patterns in the 
landscape such as roads and cultivating boundaries, 
and down to di�erent types of objects in the land-
scape. There are also cultural values linked directly to 
infrastructure, roads and railways, which, if managed 
well, can contribute to improved traveller experi-
ences and greater understanding of the signi�cance of 
infrastructure for social development.

The thematic part provides a more in-depth under-
standing of the historical time depth in the landscape 
and of the landscape�s character, function, sensitivity 

and potential. This is important when solutions have 
to be found for the plan or project and be assessed 
from a cultural heritage perspective.

Underlying assumptions for the thematic study
Setting out from today�s landscape
Today�s landscape is the starting point for the study, 
and the thematic study�s aim is to provide a his-
torical explanation of the characteristics, contexts, 
physical expressions and functions that characterise 
today�s landscape. Studying the landscape�s historical 
development produces an understanding of today�s 
landscape and for ongoing and future transformation 
processes, as well as their e�ects on the landscape. 
An important basis for the study can be summarised 
�then�now�future� � why does it look the way it does, 
and what guiding principles are we going to have for 
the future? 

Choosing the scale
The question of scale is important for the study of the 
landscape�s historical time depth. Among other things, 
this involves choosing the right level of detail in the 
analyses. A small scale often requires patterns and 
characteristics to be simpli�ed in order for the essen-
tial features to emerge, while a larger scale allows for 
a more complex and detailed picture. In the study it is 
often necessary to change the scale � e�g increase the 
scale in order to study details, and reduce the scale in 
order to discern overall patterns (see image series 39 
on page 51).

It is also about the importance of seeing the same 
landscape at several di�erent geographical scales. 
What signi�cance have di�erent areas had locally, 
regionally, nationally or internationally? Are the cul-
tural history characteristics that recur in other areas 
or parts of the country?

Figure ��. The historic time depth in the landscape stylised in a watercolour. Location of settlements in a plains landscape. 
Illustration: Emily Wade.
























































































