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Innovative  uses for the revitalisation of heritage places  

for sustainable development .  

Case studies in the historic city centre of Florence, Italy  

 

 

 

Introduction  

The city of Florenceña World Heritage Site since 1982ñhas in recent decades oriented its 

activity almost exclusively towards tourism and is currently implementing alternative urban 

development practices to manage the post-COVID-19 crisis. Following the first wave of the 

pandemic, a document entitled Rinasce Firenze (Reborn Florence)1 was drawn up, and by 

2021, the city had redefined its strategic vision with a Structural Plan, with specific regulatory 

elements in the Operational, sided by a Green Plan and an action plan for the management 

of the UNESCO site. The current paper offers an overview of the city, its characteristics, its 

development vision and its heritage; it will also focus on two selected case studies of the 

architectural and urban heritage of the historic centre, offering a reflection on the 

possibilities for revitalising the historic centre of the city by bringing back residents and 

creating places where the flows of residents and travellers can meet. Such places should be 

the subject of specific planning, both to encourage the return of citizens, with strategies for 

improving environmental quality and services (such as by equipping green spaces in the 

historic centre), and to create opportunities for intercultural dialogue by redeveloping the 

travel system and hospitality. The two case studies are the Auditorium al Duomoña place 

for culture and international scientific meetingsñand a system of underused minor squares 

that includes the redevelopment project of the Piazzetta dei Tre Re. 

 

                                                      
1 https://www.comune.fi.it/system/files/2020-05/rinascefirenze_DOC_6.pdf, last visited on May 

27th, 2021. 

https://www.comune.fi.it/system/files/2020-05/rinascefirenze_DOC_6.pdf


6 
 

Florence: metropolitan area, municipality and historic centre  

The Florentine Metropolitan City comprises 42 municipalities in an area of approximately 3,500 km2 with 

over 1,007,000 inhabitants. Geographically, it is characterised by a largely hilly area with 

significant mountain coverage (26.8%) and a small area of plains (4.5%)2. 

Since the time of the Roman settlements, the area has developed in a polycentric way and 

the dominance of rural over urban areas has been maintained. The limited anthropisation 

can be seen in the large quantity of wooded areas (52%), which is clearly larger than the area 

for agricultural use (39%). The countryside and nature are therefore strong elements of the 

metropolitan area as a whole. The main river is the Arno, which rises on Mount Falterona 

and then flows into the Ligurian Sea at the height of the city of Pisa, after crossing the 

Municipality of Florence from east to west. In the Florentine area, the two banks of the river 

are connected by bridges of great architectural and historical value, including the Ponte 

Vecchio and Ponte Santa Trinita. 

The municipality is home to more than 378,000 inhabitants in an area of just over 102 km2 

and is divided into five districts: Historic Centre (Q1), Campo di Marte (Q2), Gavinanað

Galluzzo (Q3), IsolottoðLegnaia (Q4) and Rifredi (Q5). Part of Q1 is the historic centre of 

the city that has been on the World Heritage List since 1982 (core zone)3, and a large portion 

of the Florentine territory is protected by UNESCO as a buffer zone to the central area. The 

core zone is inhabited by 67,500 residents on 505 Ha and is delimited by the remains of the 

fourteenth century city walls, which feature gates, towers and two Medici fortresses (to the 

north, the Fortress of San Giovanni Battista, called ôda Bassoõ, and to the south, the Fort of 

San Giorgio in Belvedere). 

Since 2005, management of the Florence World Heritage City Centre has been carried out 

through the Florence World Heritage and Relations with UNESCO Office of the Municipality 

of Florence, which deals with the drafting and monitoring of the site management plan of the 

Steering Committee of the Historic Centre of Florence. This committee is composed of the 

Municipality of Florence, the Region of Tuscany and the Ministry of Cultural Heritage and 

Activities and Tourism (MiBACT), together with the Superintendence of Archaeology, Fine 

Arts and Landscape and the Regional Directorate for Museums of Tuscany. The current 

management plan (PdG) drawn up in 2021 is the third and replaces the previous one, which 

was approved in 2016. 

                                                      
2 Dati Rinascimento Metropolitano ð Piano Strutturale Metropolitano 2030 della Citt¨ Metropolitana di 

Firenze.  
3 https://www.firenzepatrimoniomondiale.it/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/Documento-

Preparatorio-Piano-di-Gestione-2021.pdf, last visited on May 27th, 2021. 

https://www.firenzepatrimoniomondiale.it/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/Documento-Preparatorio-Piano-di-Gestione-2021.pdf
https://www.firenzepatrimoniomondiale.it/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/Documento-Preparatorio-Piano-di-Gestione-2021.pdf
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Image 1: The Arno River and the Ponte Vecchio. Photograph by Corinna Del Bianco, 2019. 

Image 2: The historic centre of Florence registered on the UNESCO World Heritage List and its buffer zone. 

Map by the UNESCO Office, based on the Tuscany Region Vectorial Map. 
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The heritage of the historic centre of Florence  

The historic centre of Florence comprises an urban and social fabric that for centuries has 

been the scene of an extraordinary cultural and artistic flowering that has manifested itself 

in monuments like the Cathedral of Santa Maria del Fiore, the Church of Santa Croce, 

Palazzo Vecchio and the Uffizi o Palazzo Pitti. The artistic works in the area are many and 

are signed by great masters such as Michelangelo, Brunelleschi and Giotto. The Florentine 

Renaissance strongly influenced the development of arts and architecture in Italy and across 

Europe, and the character of Florence is therefore unique from both historical and aesthetic 

points of view. Florence qualifies for inclusion in the World Heritage List under Criteria (i), 

(ii), (iii), (iv) and (vi), and its uniqueness is also seen in its integrity and authenticity. In detail, 

with regard to UNESCO Criterion (i), the Florentine urban complex in its entirety is 

explicitly considered a masterpiece and a result of continuous creation that has lasted for 

more than six centuries. For Criterion (ii), since the fifteenth century, Florence has had a 

dominant influence on the development of architecture and monumental arts in both Italy 

and in Europe, andñfor Criterion (iii)ñthe historic centre is also representative of the 

commercial power that the city had during the Middle Ages and Renaissance, as the ancient 

places and types (markets, lodges etc.) of trade have been preserved. The palaces represent 

the magnificence and wealth of the bankers and princes who ruled the city between the 

fourteenth and seventeenth centuriesñCriterion (iv)ñand finally, the city is materially 

associated with events of universal importance, such as the birth of the ideas of the 

Renaissance and of modern humanismñCriterion (vi) 4. 

 

Florence and travel  

For centuries, Florence has been a cultural travel destination, and for a long time was a fixed 

stop on the Grand Tour of Europe for the children of the wealthiest families of the continent. 

On such trips, the travellers would stop in Florence and remain for a significant time, forging 

a real connection with the urban, suburban and rural area, enriching it with their culture and 

sometimes even their work. In the second half of the twentieth century, mass tourism 

developed, with its service chains and industrial model, and thus began the democratisation 

of travel, both internal and international. Most workers in wealthy areas of the world can 

now travel, and, in recent decades, tourists have becomeñspurred by the advent of cheap 

flights and access to online servicesñhasty, distracted and essentially ôconsumersõ of the city, 

its spaces and its culture. However, a change in this trend started to appear only a few years 

before COVID-19, with a new generation of travellers more attentive to discovering the 

authenticity of places and to creating, through travel, true cultural experiences. 

                                                      
4 http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/174, last visited on May 31st, 2021. 

http://whc.unesco.org/en/list/174
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With the arrival of masses of tourists, citizens in Florence began to abandon the historic 

centre, which was no longer suitable for families but was instead responding increasingly to 

the need for a ôtouristificationõ of public spaces, services and even residences. Currently, the 

majority of the residents of the UNESCO historic centre are people who live alone or in 

couplesñmainly the elderly or young people who have owned a house for less than twenty 

years (Zoppi, 2020). The residents perceive tourists as a precious economic source, but also 

as a bearer of inconvenience because they see and use the city as a place of entertainment, 

regardless of those living and working there (Blagojevic, 2020). At the same time, travellers 

bring to a place not only economic enrichment, but alsoñand above allñcultural enrichment 

created by the encounter with the multiculturality present at that place (Del Bianco, 2018). 

It is a spiral process already experienced by many other historic international cities, such as 

Venice or Barcelona, but which the COVID-19 pandemic abruptly interrupted, offering the 

possibility for a rethinking of the entire city system. The goal must be to bring residents back 

to live in the historic centre, and to do this, it is necessary to rethink the system of public 

spaces, social residences and citizen services. Only by bringing the residents back to live in 

the city is it possible to return to a state of balance and quality in terms of both living in and 

using the fruits of the cityõs heritage. 

 

Prevailing tourist flows, issues to be solved  

In a city like Florence, tourism represents a problem rather than an economic, social and 

cultural opportunity that would be intrinsic to a system of travel and hospitality. Over the 

years, the tourists who have visited the city have become increasingly numerous and hasty5. 

The response to this growing market demand has itself been increasingly impulsive and less 

and less oriented to public administration, resulting in a situation that is difficult to control 

or reverse. Before the COVID-19 pandemic, the city saw masses of tourists arriving on day 

trips from cruise ships that stopped at the nearby Port of Livorno, from the airports of 

Florence and Pisa and from the cityõs stations, both by public and private buses. Many of 

these people did not even stay overnight in the city, but only visited the main streets and 

museum attractions while remaining in the DuomoðUffiziðPonte VecchioðGalleria 

dellõAccademia quadrilateral. Few tourists, therefore, had the opportunity to experience the 

cityõs heritage and territory in depth, dedicating a few days to exploring not only the 

museums and monuments, but also the city and the metropolitan system, with the cultural 

expressions of the historic centre and other districts and the cultural, natural and food and 

wine offerings of the rural and suburban areas. 

                                                      
5 In 2018, the tourist market of the city and its metropolitan area recorded almost 15.5 million 

visits, with an average stay of 2.9 nights, up from 2.7 in 2013 (Centro Studi Turistici, 2019). The 

average stay trend continued to rise in 2019. 
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Meanwhile, the historic centre, emptied of residents, has given way to short-term rentals, 

bringing heavy repercussions for the residential building stock, with prices and sizes not 

accessible to local people. The network of production activities has been oriented mainly 

towards temporary customers, and environmental pollution has increased along with the 

difficulty of managing both resources and waste. Finally, without its own citizens, the cityõs 

local cultural identity has begun to deteriorate in an irreversible process of Disneyfication6. 

In summary, tourism impacts at least ten main aspects of the city: 1) transport, 2) quality of 

life of residents and tourists, 3) quality of work, 4) growth of demand/offerings with respect 

to seasonal adjustments, 5) protection of cultural heritage, 6) protection of environmental 

heritage, 7) protection of the identity of the local destinations, 8) depletion of natural 

resources, 9) increase in energy consumption and 10) management and production of waste. 

 

Image 3: The Duomo SquareðUffizi GalleryðPonte VecchioðGalleria dellõAccademia quadrilateral. Base map 

UNESCO Office (UNESCO, 2018, pp. 14ð15), elaboration by Corinna Del Bianco. 

Tourism development trajectories and innovative ideas for the Metropolitan 

City, Municipality and UNESCO -listed centre  

                                                      
6 Disneyfication is defined by the Merriam-Webster dictionary as ôthe transformation (as of 

something real or unsettling) into carefully controlled and safe entertainment or an environment 

with similar qualitiesõ. https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/Disneyfication, last visited 

May 27th, 2021. 

Galleria dellôAccademia

Uffizi Gallery
Ponte Vecchio

Duomo Square

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/Disneyfication
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In the vision of the Metropolitan City of Florence, expressed in the Rinascimento 

MetropolitanoðMetropolitan Structural Plan 2030, tourism is framed as an integrated system 

throughout the territory, involving urban and rural areas and enhancing the widespread 

environmental assets and the culture of relationship and balance between man and the 

environment that has been maintained over the years for both the production and 

conservation of resources. The 2030 vision therefore sees tourism as an opportunity for the 

entire metropolitan areañone that should exploit the brand of the historic centre of 

Florence to create synergy with the neighbouring areas, encouraging different forms of 

tourism and exploiting the network of small centres that exist throughout the cityõs territory. 

One can thus envisage not only occasional foreign travellers, but also metropolitan citizens 

interested in understanding their region more in depth. Such a system would allow 1) the 

decongestion of historic centres and the recovery of their identities, in synergy with other 

planned actions, 2) reduced consumption and 3) experimentation with new forms of living 

in smaller rural centres. 

By narrowing the scale and focusing on the city of Florence, nine themes for the development 

and regeneration of the cityñand particularly its historic centre, one of the most affected 

areas because of its predominantly tourist orientationñare identified in Rinasce Firenze. 

Briefly, the city is conceived as 

1. polycentric, with the need to reactivate the neighbourhood-scale system with 

enhanced pedestrian and cycle mobility, reinforced green areas and shops and new 

neighbourhood services; 

2. having a new historic centre in which medium- and long-term rentals are encouraged 

and investments are made in accessibility, innovation, research and training; 

3. containing more liveable urban spaces that have a focus on energy transformation and 

urban forestry, with the planting of 20,000 new trees7; 

4. possessing greener mobility through the encouragement of cycle highways and an 

increase in the sharing offers of bicycles, scooters and cars; 

5. developing the cityõs economy and working on a diversification of tourism in addition 

to the DuomoðUffiziðPonte VecchioðAccademia Gallery quadrilateral; 

6. expanding the systemic and cultural offerings; 

7. putting children and families at the centre with dedicated offers; 

8. encouraging work care, with welfare, home and work policies; and 

                                                      
7 https://ambiente.comune.fi.it/dalle-redazioni/transizione-verde-e-forestazione-urbana, last visited May 27th, 2021. 

https://ambiente.comune.fi.it/dalle-redazioni/transizione-verde-e-forestazione-urbana
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9. working on an increasingly intelligent city and expanding digital accessibility with fibre 

mapping and the drafting of a Digital Urban Plan. 

The UNESCO Office has also worked on the redevelopment of minor or little-used squares 

in order to distribute the offerings, offer new value to the entire urban fabric, give visibility 

to the productive sector and enhance services and commercial, artisanal and cultural 

activities. 

 

Innovative uses of heritage to develop alternative and sust ainable tourism 

dynamics  

The importance of decentralisation of the cultural offerings infuses all the documents for the 

direction and management of the area; it aims to enhance the secondary and peripheral areas 

and to improve the management of tourist flows by decongesting the Florentine historic 

centre and enhancing the surroundings. Thus, travellers would be better able to understand 

the local cultural identity and would stay longer by investing in a journey that is much more 

aware and respectful of both the heritage and the place and its residents. 

The environment would also benefit, with a reduction in the impact on its resources. As 

already mentioned by Paolo Del Bianco in numerous publications, the management plans of 

heritage sites should target a reduction in the number of tourists, favouring a longer average 

stay with policies and commercial offers. The increase in the average stay would allow travel 

redevelopment and an expansion to meet travellersõ needs, not just for frugal meals and 

access to places of culture, but also for theatres, cinemas, food shops and other retailers. 

Such development represents a use of heritage that favours dialogue between cultures as an 

exercise in tolerance and respect for cultural diversity (Del Bianco, 2018). Through these 

actions, the entire marketñboth supply and demandñcan be redeveloped, solving problems 

related to overtourism dynamics and rediscovering the values of travel and hospitality 

through a new use of architectural and urban heritage. 

 

Two case studies:  the Auditorium al Duomo and the Piazzetta dei Tre Re  

Among the many places normally visited by large flows of travellers, some can be identified 

as creating exceptional moments of encounter between travellers and residents and between 

travellers of different origins. As discussed in the didactic material, it is possible to analyse 

spaces of various types that activate this type of meeting activity and to work both on urban 

and architectural regeneration and on the redevelopment of tourism. Two interventions 

have been identified that involve both public and private spaces and which potentiate 

meetings and exchanges between residents and travellers, opposing the phenomenon of 
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ôtouristificationõ of historic centres and encouraging meeting and dialogue through cultural 

and recreational activities between different flows. 

The first case study is a space dedicated to culture that is located a few metres from the 

Cathedral of Santa Maria del Fiore: the Auditorium al Duomo, a former historic cinema and 

place of culture and socialisation, which was intended as a place for meetings among 

international visitors and the city. The second example is the Piazzetta dei Tre Re, a small 

square close to Piazza della Repubblica, which had fallen into decay and was regenerated 

through a conservation and maintenance intervention and then with an architectural project 

that included an open-air bar enriched by a programme of recreational and cultural activities. 

Both the Auditorium and the Piazzetta are located in the heart of the World Heritage 

Centre. 

 

 

Image 4: Location of the two selected best practices. Base map UNESCO Office (UNESCO, 2018, pp. 14ð

15), elaboration by Corinna Del Bianco. 

 

The Auditorium al Duomo: notes on the history of the private architecture  

The Auditorium al Duomo is located on the block between Via deõ Cerretani and Via 

dellõAlloro and has an entrance on each of the two fronts. The building has a prominent 

Auditorium al Duomo

Piazzetta dei Tre Re
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position in the geography of the city as it is located on the main road leading to the square 

of the Cathedral of Santa Maria Del Fiore in front of the church of Santa Maria Maggiore, 

which is located in front of the building. The road is also the most frequented by flows of 

travellers arriving in Florence by train at the Santa Maria Novella station, which is located at 

the end of Via Panzani, the continuation of Via deõ Cerretani. 

The building was born as the headquarters of the Compagnia degli Oliandoli and Pizzicagnoli, 

who created an oratory there. The building has since undergone numerous internal and 

fa­ade transformations; the elevation on Via dellõAlloro No. 3 is from the fourteenth century 

while the fa­ade on Via deõ Cerretani is of nineteenth-century origin. In 1931, it was 

completely redesigned for a radical change of use, becoming a cinema managed by the church 

of Santa Maria Maggiore. The place was first called the Educational Moral Cinema and then 

Cinema Dante. After the war, it changed its name twice more, first to Cinema Mignon then 

to Cinema Astra 1, and, from 1962, various projects aimed at expanding and renovating the 

hall were carried out. In 1988, the location was renovated by the engineer Lisindo Baldassini, 

and between 2003 and 2006, the architect Paolo Del Bianco conducted other works to 

reconfirm its public entertainment purpose, while incorporating functionality for 

conferences and international cultural meetings. On 5 May 2006, the new spaces were 

inaugurated under the name Auditorium al Duomo. 

Eventually, management of the cinema hall was separated, as was distribution of foot traffic 

to the left and right sides of the buildingõs structure, but with Del Biancoõs project, the 

buildingõs function, even though diversified, was again integrated and the central entrance 

was placed in front the Auditorium, with the Hotel Laurus al Duomo on the right and the 

Caff¯ Astra al Duomo on the left. Today, the Auditorium has its main entrance on Via deõ 

Cerretani and the emergency exit on Via dellõAlloro; it is divided into two spacesñthe upper 

an amphitheatre and the lower a modular room with three sub-sectors. In the basement, 

there are dressing rooms and rehearsal rooms for artists, and the structure can 

accommodate up to 500 people. The Auditorium is where the meetings of the Romualdo 

Del Bianco Foundation take place, and it works closely with the nearby Palazzo Coppini, 

which is also a space for international meetings and is located at Via del Giglio 10. In 

September 2011, the amphitheatre hall was dedicated to Andrzej Tomaszewki with a formal 

ceremony in the presence of the authorities, and the lower room was dedicated to Giuliano 

Borselli. 
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Image 5: Fa­ade of the main entrance of the Auditorium on Via deõ Cerretani. On the right side is the fa­ade 

of the Santa Maria Maggiore Church. Photograph by Corinna Del Bianco, 2021. 
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Image 6: Detail of the entrance on Via deõ Cerretani. Photograph by Corinna Del Bianco, 2021. 



17 
 

 

Image 7: Fa­ade on Via dellõAlloro. Photograph by Corinna Del Bianco, 2021. 

 

A place dedicated to culture, where residential and tourist flows overlap 

The Romualdo Del Bianco Foundation and the COMI hotel company have worked together 

on creating encounters for peace-building purposes by returning a private space to citizens. 

The company, in meeting its corporate social responsibilities, sought to regenerate space 

and architecture for the city and its citizens, which is certainly a less profitable endeavour 

than other possible uses. The effort created a central meeting place between international 

cultures while also stimulating a high-level international scientific debate on issues related to 

heritage and travel for intercultural dialogue. The Auditorium hosts up to five International 

Council on Monuments and Sites (ICOMOS) International Scientific Committees per year 

as well as meetings of major international cultural institutions representing heritage, including 

UNESCO, ICCROM and UNWTO8. 

 

                                                      
8 Guests have included members of the network of the Romualdo Del Bianco Foundation, which 

includes over 500 institutions in 111 countries on five continents. 
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Image 8: A symposium of the Fondazione Romualdo Del Bianco. Photograph by Corinna Del Bianco, 2018. 

 

The system of minor squares: an opportunity to improve liveability and the 

environment in the his toric centre  

In the complex hierarchies of the historic centreõs urban fabric, it is important to observe 

the system of minor or lesser-known squares that are often forgotten and are in a state of 

decay. These squares represent an opportunity that was also noted in the 2016 Management 

Plan Monitoring Report, published in 20189. The historic centre has a series of critical issues, 

such as mobility; the environmental situation of the Arno River, with its risk of flooding; the 

decline in residents; the conservation of monuments; and, significantly, mass tourism 

(Francini, 2019). A further element to consider in increasing the liveability of the historic 

centre is that of greenery10. 

                                                      
9 https://www.firenzepatrimoniomondiale.it/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/Monitoraggio-2018-

low.pdf, last visited on May 31st, 2021. 
10 Specific studies for the creation of a new plan and for the identification of the cityõs heat islands 

in order to mitigate their effects are currently underway and being conducted by the Faculty of 

Agriculture of the University of Florence and the CNR. 

https://www.firenzepatrimoniomondiale.it/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/Monitoraggio-2018-low.pdf
https://www.firenzepatrimoniomondiale.it/wp-content/uploads/2015/12/Monitoraggio-2018-low.pdf
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In this regard, the system of minor squares could be an opportunity to create new green 

spaces with demineralisation of the soil and the planting of tree species. Greenery has always 

coexisted with the architectural and building heritage and so does not represent an 

incompatibility with the historic centre. If they became green, these smaller squares would 

be places where a new, more comfortable environment could be offered to residents and 

children, with services for families, such as games, seats and shaded spaces. They would also 

favour the reenergisation of small commercial, artisanal and cultural activities, which are also 

relevant services for travellers who might find rest and comfort in these small squares. The 

system of minor squares could thus bring a new vitality to the Florentine historic centre by 

offering an alternative to the paths most beaten by tourists; they could also bring a 

diversification of connections, and, if properly conceived, they could be places where 

travellers and residents meet and communicate, encouraged by the pleasantness of the 

architectural surroundings and the greenery that would allow a new use of the Florentine 

heritage. 

 

The recovery of the Piazzetta dei Tre Re 

This space is located between Piazza della Repubblica and Via deõ Calzaiuoli. It is accessed 

via three gates: the first in Via Calimala, the second in Via deõ Calzaiuoli and the third from 

Piazza della Repubblica. The space was in a state of great decay and neglect and was 

recovered through a project by the architect Chiara Fanigliulo11, who interpreted the space 

as a small Garden of Eden to be made available to the city through private action by Serre 

Torrigiani, which took care of the space in agreement with the municipality, bringing a 

traditional street food programme, art installations and musical performances. The project 

was awarded First Prize at the 2017 Tuscan Architecture Awards12. 

The recovery of the square required cleaning of all the surfacesñwhich had previously been 

covered with graffiti and used as a public bathroomñthat was carried out by the Angeli del 

Bello of the Municipality of Florence, followed by the installation in the square of a specially 

designed kiosk, a service warehouse, seating, a performance platform with a green wall on 

scaffolding and a selection of potted trees. The signs placed at the entrance to the three 

access alleys were equally important in informing residents and travellers of this regenerated 

corner of the city. In addition to these, trees, flower boxes and suspended lanterns have 

been emplaced that signal a detachment from the normal minerality of the historic centre. 

Although the project was limited in scope and dimensions and does not represent a 

permanent solution, it prompted reflection on the role of smaller squares, which could 

                                                      
11 https://studiofanigliulo.net/PIAZZA-DEI-TRE-RE-FIRENZE-EF2019, last visited May 27th, 2021. 
12 https://www.premio-architettura-toscana.it/nominee/riqualificazione-urbana-piazza-dei-tre-re-2/, last visited May 27th, 

2021. 

https://studiofanigliulo.net/PIAZZA-DEI-TRE-RE-FIRENZE-EF2019
https://www.premio-architettura-toscana.it/nominee/riqualificazione-urbana-piazza-dei-tre-re-2/
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become real public spaces for culture, art and greenery and provide an alternative to 

traditional flows and above all a meeting place for residents to rediscover and reanimate 

parts of the city and for tourists to find a new form of urbanity. In this way, the flows, 

crossing in these small and characteristic spaces, would lay the foundations for encounters 

between different cultures and for the experimentation of new forms of dialogue that could 

be monitored and stimulated through existing certification systems (Board Members of the 

Romualdo Del Bianco Foundation, 2018). 

 

Conc lusions 

In conclusion, the architectural project is a fundamental tool to encourage innovative uses 

of heritage at both the architectural and urban scales. An architectural project has the power 

to direct peopleõs behaviour and can therefore, with a view to achieving the objectives of 

the 2030 agenda, contribute to the creation of opportunities for dialogue between the 

cultures found at a site, be a key resource for reducing distress and violence in cities and 

contribute to intercultural dialogue by facilitating mutual understanding and allowing for 

different interpretations of heritage. In particular, cultural infrastructure can include 

locations where dialogue and sharing are practised, contributing to social cohesion and 

mutual understanding (UNESCO, 2016 pp. 242). A project can characterise the use of 

architectural heritage by giving the space a new function, such as that of a creator of peace 

processes, favouring interaction between people of different cultures and being designed to 

contribute to increasing the environmental standards of historic sites. 

In Florence, the problem of tourismñand therefore of the use of the architectural heritage 

that characterises the areañhas been central in recent decades as it has transformed the 

city into a playground, depriving it of many of its residents. From 2020, however, the city 

has, with the pause enforced by the pandemic, had the opportunity to rethink its vision and 

to give a new meaning to the flow of visitors interested in its cultural heritage. 

This text offers two examples: a closed private space intended for public entertainment and 

a public space whose recovery required synergy with a private actor. Both the Auditorium 

al Duomo and the Piazzetta dei Tre Re can be seen as best practices as, with their 

architectural and functional designs, they give residents and travellers the opportunity to 

meet in the heart of the city and to engage in dialogue. Finally, this text emphasises the 

importance of working on green interventions in historic centres in order to redevelop them 

as spaces in which to live and in which the quality of life is high. This type of redevelopment, 

which is not incompatible with the conservation and management of the architectural 

heritage, is of great importance and can lead to radical changes in the use of the heritage of 

historic centres, enriching the diversity of functions and guaranteeing an increase in 

environmental comfort and sustainability. 
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Figure 1 ð The Outstanding Area of Natural Beauty in South Devon. Photo courtesy of South Devon AONB 

Unit. 

 

Brief description:   

The South Devon AONB is located in Southwest England, UK. The area is known for its significant 

landscape features including rugged cliffs, sandy coves, peaceful countryside, picturesque villages, 

rolling hills, wooded valleys, colorful hedge banks and secretive estuaries. As a result of its distinct 

landscape character and well-known beauty, it has become a popular place to visit. However, the 

landscape character of the South Devon AONB is under increasing threat due to social, economic, 

and environmental pressures. Activities such as land use, planning and the changing climate, all have 

an influence on the character and condition of the landscape. The cumulative impact of small-scale 

changes is being felt at a landscape scale and the need to respect distinctive local character is 

                                                      
13 The best practice description has been authored by Hanna Elisabet ¡berg, Angela Santangelo and 

Simona Tondelli as part of the UNINET Cultural Heritage research group of the Alma Mater 

Studiorum - University of Bologna. 
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increasingly needed to avoid further damaging cumulative damage. As an AONB the landscape is 

protected by the Countryside and Rights of Way Act 2000 (CROW Act). Local authorities have 

given authority to an ôAONB partnershipsõ who is supported by a working group whosõ primary 

focus is to: I) to provide a strategic, independent unit dedicated to the conservation and 

enhancement of the South Devon AONB; and II) to co-ordinate and drive the implementation of 

the Management plan. With a well thought through management, the South Devon AONB 

constitutes a good example of contemporary and responsible use of cultural landscapes.  

 

 

1. Characteristics of architectural monument  
 

1.1. General information   

Located on the Southwest coast of Britain, the 

South Devon AONB can be argued to be one 

of the countryõs finest protected landscapes. It 

is well-known for its significant landscape 

features including rugged cliffs, sandy coves, 

peaceful countryside, picturesque villages, 

rolling hills, wooded valleys, colourful hedge 

banks and secretive estuaries. The diverse 

landscape is a living heritage: an ancient 

cultural landscape with strong links to the sea 

and generations of human activity carved into 

the surroundings. Covering an area of 340sq. 

kms including a 97 km long unspoilt coastline, 

five river estuaries, just over 27,000 hectares 

of agricultural land and 2,500 hectares of 

woodlands, the AONB offers varying 

landscape features.  

The Area of Natural Beauty (AONB) designation for South Devon was confirmed by the 

government in 1960. South Devon AONB is one out of Englandõs 34 Areas of Outstanding 

Natural Beauty (AONBs) which cover a total 15% of the UK. AONBsõ primary purpose is 

to conserve and enhance natural beauty, but also to take account of the needs of rural 

industries and communities. Unlike national parks, however, which have their own planning 

authorities, decisions on development in AONBs are made by local authorities and planning 

inspectors. Most of the South Devon AONB (98%) lies in the South Hams/Devon County 

Council. The AONB spans 43 parishes, two Town Councils and two wards (South Devon 

AONB Partnership, 2019c).   

Figure 2 - Location of South Devon 

AONB in Southwest England, Devon, UK. 

 



25 
 

In this handbook, the South Devon AONB landscape is not only considered as a place of 

high beauty value but also in its individual and social dimensions, as a continuous cultural 

process shared by people and influencing the well-being either of resident communities or 

visitors. As landscape has always been made object of representation, narration, and 

communication, it also functions as place of cultural associations which, if correctly 

understood and interpreted, in some ways supports the character and identity of places (Di 

Fazio and Modica, 2018). The South Devon AONB landscape is therefore not only 

characterized by the functional aspects related to land use but also by a historic and cultural 

dimension: the living nature of landscape itself; the role played by human communities in 

shaping it and exploiting its resources; and the importance of the social/cultural perception.  

The cultural associations are particularly important in a landscape like South Devon, as the 

common knowledge of the landscape as a beautiful has made it a popular tourist destination 

and holiday home. Still its cultural representation is sparse in comparison to other English 

countryside landscapes (see for example the Cotswalds (Brace, 1997) or Lake District (Scott, 

2012)). There are for example few noteworthy names with a strong historic association to 

the area. The most well-known representation of the South Devon landscape in popular 

culture is through Agatha Christieõs novels, who had a holiday home in the area, and wrote 

and set some of her novels within the AONB (e.g., 'And Then There Were None' was set 

on Burgh Island (see figure 7)) (South Devon AONB Unit, 2013). Besides Christieõs dramatic 

landscape portrait, other cultural association to the local landscape that should be mentioned 

could be given to the local agricultural varieties and breeds which are themselves an 

important historic feature of the area. These include the South Devon breed of cattle, a 

number of herds still being kept in the area today, and local varieties of apple specific to 

South Devon orchards (South Devon AONB Unit, 2013). What was once the cider capital 

of England where every farm had its orchard is now much less common. Strong cultural 

traditions associated with orchards remain including wassailing14, cider and juice making and 

the championing of local apple varieties (South Devon AONB Unit, 2021b).  

 

                                                      
14 First mentioned in 1585 that young men would go between orchards performing the rite for a good crop in the 

forthcoming season (Wikipedia, 2021) 
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Figure 3 ð The green parts of the map show the borders of the South Devon AONB (South Devon AONB Partnership, 

2019c). 

 

 

1.2. Brief history of cultural landscape  

The outline of land ownership boundaries, territorial organisation and road was laid out in 

the Bronze Age and Iron Age, leaving a legacy of coaxial field system, barrows, hill forts, 

occupation settlements, and ridge routes. However, the presence and age of these landscape 

elements are not generally visible today, as they have been overlain or altered by successive 

phases of land use or blotted out by e.g., ploughing or urban development (South Devon 

AONB Unit, 2013). In the early middle ages, the landscape was developed with a network 

of open fields and strip farming, with rough grazing on much of the coastal and estuary 

fringes, and the network of manor houses established. Although the period made an 

important contribution to landscape organisation, the tangible remains are difficult to read 

in the landscape today (South Devon AONB Unit, 2013).  
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The later middle ages 

saw the progressive 

enclosure of strip fields 

and coastal heathland, 

the establishment of 

villages and large 

estates and the 

construction of 

defensive fortifications 

and churches, and 

made a very significant 

contribution to the 

landscape we recognise 

today (South Devon 

AONB Unit, 2013). 

This is also when most 

of the over 40 parish churches in the South Devon AONB originate, sometime between the 

12th and 13th centuries (South Devon AONB Unit, no date). In addition to being a valuable 

feature for the landscape picture, they are important for their contribution to our overall 

understanding of past religious practices and social history 

The 18th and 19th century brought the rebuilding of large estate houses, additional military 

defences, the improvement of estate villages, establishment of orchards, the construction of 

railways and even the gentrification of some towns. This is therefore also a highly significant 

period in shaping nowadaysõs landscape (South Devon AONB Unit, 2013). The patchwork 

of small fields, hedge banks, walls, hedgerow trees, woods, orchards, and farmsteads were 

created by farmers and foresters over hundreds of years. Smaller curving fields of medieval 

origin remain on valley and coastal slopes. With a total of 4,060 km of hedge banks (South 

Devon Partnership, 2019). The rural and agricultural traditions continue to be expressed 

through agricultural shows, village fairs, 

wassailing events, and apple days.  

The significant maritime related culture 

is expressed through the large number 

of regattas and boating events. Other 

historic coastal features include signal 

stations, navigation marks, lighthouses 

(see figure 4), coastguard cottages, and 

shipwrecks. 

Box 1.2. Traditional local building 

materials  

¶ Slate: used for walls, roofs and boundary 

wall 

¶ Limestone: buildings 

¶ Grey mica schists and hornblende or 

green schists: buildings and boundary walls 

¶ Harder volcanics: buildings 

¶ Cob: Farm buildings 

 

(South Devon AONB Unit, 2013). 

Figure 4 ð Village house with thatch roof in Black pool Valley  

in Stoke Flemming. Photo courtesy of South Devon AONB Unit. 
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Among other types of the built heritage, historic villages and settlements with strong 

vernacular architecture and use of local materials give a strong sense of time depth. Historic 

villages and towns are clustered at road crossings, bridging points, tidal limits, and strategic 

waterside locations. The geology varies across the AONB and provides a variety of good 

quality building stone (see box 1.2 for an overview of the type of stone material used), 

extracted from a large number of small farm-scale quarries. Buildings used lime mortar 

extensively, with a pervasive use of lime render and lime wash to increase protection from 

rain. Even some thatch roofs remains in use in the villages (see figure 4) (South Devon AONB 

Unit, 2013).  

In the last century, the AONB has been significantly affected by in-migration and population 

movement, which has had the effect of diluting some of the cultural traditions and 

associations of the area. In short, the 20th century brought holiday and recreation uses 

(chalet and campsites, hotels, golf courses, marinas), WWII and Cold War military features, 

road widening and straightening, new housing, communications infrastructure, mains utilities 

(overhead power lines), and car parks (South Devon AONB Unit, 2013). 

 

1.3. Cultural and natural characteristic of the cultural landscape  

Protected landscapes are 

described by a set of unique 

Special Qualities which 

identify what is distinctive 

about that area and help to 

identify what is most 

important to be conserved 

and enhanced. In order for 

people to value and care for 

their AONB, they need to 

be able to understand what 

is important about it and 

what makes it special 

(South Devon AONB 

Partnership, 2019b). Within 

the South Devon AONB 

there are ten Special 

Qualities (see box 1.3) that 

distil the key attributes that 

make the area special and 

worthy of designation as an 

Box 1.3 10 Special Qualities  

¶ A fine, undeveloped, wild and rugged coastline  

¶ Ria estuaries (drowned river valleys), steep combes and 

a network of associated watercourses  

¶ Deeply rural rolling patchwork agricultural landscape  

¶ Deeply incised landscape that is intimate, hidden and 

secretive away from the plateau tops 

¶ Iconic wide, unspoilt and expansive panoramic views 

¶ A landscape with a rich time depth and a wealth of 

historic features and cultural associations 

¶ A breadth and depth of significant habitats, species and 

associated natural events 

¶ An ancient and intricate network of winding lanes, paths 

and recreational routes 

¶ Areas of high tranquillity, natural nightscapes, distinctive 

natural soundscapes and visible movement 

¶ A variety in the setting to the AONB formed by the 

marine environment, Plymouth City, Torbay, market 

and coastal towns, rural South Hams and southern 

Dartmoor 

 

 (South Devon AONB Partnership, 2019c)   
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AONB. Distinctive Characteristics are components that define what it is that gives South 

Devon its sense of place and generally apply to areas smaller than the AONB as a whole. 

Key Features are specific and include detailed locations, places, landmarks, occurrences, 

events etc. that are of particular significance to South Devon and help illustrate how or 

where the special qualities, distinctive characteristics and natural beauty can be seen. The 

interaction between the Special Qualities, Distinctive Characteristics, and Key Features has been 

visualised in figure 5.  

 

Note: See Annex II for a full overview the Special qualities and how the Landscape character 

types are connected to contribute to the qualities.  

 

The AONB designation was applied 60 years ago. Most recent approaches to landscape 

protection tend to consider the whole rural landscape as heritage and its historic character 

as an aspect simply related to its living nature. Therefore the management strategies of all 

rural landscapes should always be based on thorough consideration of their historic/cultural 

dimension and aim to a sustainable planning by integrating it with the other economic and 

environmental dimensions (Di Fazio and Modica, 2018). When the European Landscape 

Convention (ELC) came into force in the UK in 2007. It establishes the need to recognise 

landscape in law; to develop landscape policies dedicated to the protection, management and 

planning of landscapes; and to establish procedures for the participation of the general public 

and stakeholders in the creating and implementating landscape policies (South Devon AONB 

Partnership, 2019b). This does not mean that the AONB designation is not important, rather 

Figure 5 Visualisation of how Landscape Character assessment feed into the Special Qualities. Originally 

developed by the AONB Unit (South Devon AONB Partnership, 2019b). 
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the opposite, but there is a need to take multiple aspects into account in protecting the area. 

Arising from the shifting approach to landscape management and in line with the ELC, 

Landscape Character Assessment (LCA) emerged as a process by which to define the 

character of the landscape - i.e. what makes one area distinct or different from another. The 

Landscape character assessment can be used to consider landscape character when planning 

any type of change (LUC, 2018):   

¶ to inform work on policy development as part of emerging Development Plans;  

¶ to inform development management, guiding development and land management that 

is sympathetic to local character and special qualities;  

¶ to promote an understanding of how landscapes are changing and how they can be 

strengthened.  

The Landscape Character Assessment makes a key contribution to the implementation of 

the ELC in the South Devon AONB and reaffirms the importance of landscape, co-ordinate 

existing work and guide future work to protect, manage and plan these nationally protected 

landscapes. The landscape character assessment of South Hams that includes the South 

Devon AONB area recognizes 11 important Landscape Character Types within the borders 

of the AONB (see table 1). Landscape Character Assessment is a tool to identify what makes 

a place unique and can serve as a framework for decision making that respects local 

distinctiveness. Understanding the character of place and evaluating an areaõs defining 

characteristics is a key component in managing growth sustainably and ensuring that the 

inherent quality of the landscape can continue to be celebrated, creating places that people 

can be proud of. Understanding of character can be used to ensure that any change or 

development does not undermine whatever is valued or characteristic in a particular 

landscape. In South Devon AONB, a landscape character assessment is one of other 

important tools that are used to protect and reassure the special qualities in the landscape.   

Landscape Character Types (LCT) are distinct types of landscape that are relatively 

homogeneous in character. Although, the landscapes may occur in different areas in different 

part of the same country, in broad terms they share the same combinations of geology, 

topography, drainage patterns, vegetation and historical land use and settlement patterns. 

Landscape character types that have been recognised within the South Devon AONB 

landscape are: 
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LCT 

code 

Landscape Character Type  

1B Open coastal plateaux  

3B Lower Rolling Farmed and Settled Valley Slopes  

3C Sparsely Settled Farmed Valley Floors  

3E Lowland Plains  

3F Settled Valley Floors  

3G River Valley Slopes and Combes  

4A Estuaries  

4B Marine levels and coastal plains  

4D Coastal slopes and combes  

4H Cliffs  

5A Inland Elevated Undulating Land  

Table 1. List of landscape character types that are found within the AONB (LUC, 2018). 

 

 

1.4. Assessment of the values of the cultural landscape: why it is protected  

       as a cultural landscape  

Within the diversity of the English countryside, South Devon AONB is considered  

a landscape of exceptional beauty, shaped by nature and the communities which live there. 

Protected landscapes are described by a set of unique Special Qualities which identify what 

is distinctive about that area and help to identify what is most important to be conserved 

and enhanced (see section 1.3). Before Natural England proposes an area becomes 
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an AONB, it must meet the ônatural beauty criterionõ. This could be a combination of factors, 

such which are highlighted in box 1.3. 

The 34 Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty 

(AONB) in England cover approximately an 

eight of the land surfaces. AONBs were 

brought into being by the same legislation as 

National Parks, the National Parks and Access 

to the Countryside Act of 1949 and have 

consistently been confirmed by parliament as 

having equal importance for landscape and 

scenic beauty. At an International level, the 

South Devon AONB is classified as a 

ôCategory V protected landscapeõ by the 

International Union for the Conservation of 

Nature (South Devon AONB Partnership, 

2019c). According to the V category by IUCN, 

the main purpose is to protect and sustain 

important landscapes/seascapes and the 

associated nature conservation and other 

values created by interactions with humans 

through traditional management practices 

(IUCN, 2021).  

Its landscape character has been analysed and 

described at a range of levels in different 

assessments. The high level, over-arching term natural beauty includes landscape and scenic 

quality, relative wildness and tranquillity, natural heritage features and cultural heritage, that 

come together to make an area distinctive. The special qualities have been developed from 

a wide range of assessments identifying the key attributes that make the area special and 

worthy of designation as an AONB. Ten special qualities summarise the unique natural 

beauty for which the South Devon AONB is designated as a nationally important protected 

landscape (see box 1.3). Distinctive characteristics are those components that define what 

it is that gives South Devon its sense of place and generally apply to areas smaller than the 

AONB. Key features are specific and include detailed locations, places, landmarks, 

occurrences, events etc. that are of particular significance to South Devon and help illustrate 

how or where the special qualities, distinctive characteristics and natural beauty can be seen. 

Each component of natural beauty identifies what is special about the landscape and should 

be afforded ôgreat weightõ in planning decisions. (South Devon AONB Partnership, 2019d).  

 

1.5. Assessment of the integrity and authenticity  

Box 1.3 Meet the AONB criteria:  

¶ Landscape quality, where natural or 

man-made landscape is good quality 

¶ Scenic quality, such as striking 

coastal landforms 

¶ Relative wildness, such as distance 

from housing or having few roads 

¶ Relative tranquillity, where natural 

sounds, such as streams or birdsong 

are predominant 

¶ Natural heritage features, such as 

distinctive geology or species and 

habitat 

¶ Cultural heritage, which can include 

the built environment that makes 

the area unique, such as 

archaeological remains or historic 

parkland 

(GOV.UK, 2018) 
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The authenticity of a cultural landscape, just like a heritage site, is guaranteed when its 

cultural values are truthfully and 

credibly expressed through a variety of 

attributes. The South Devon AONB has 

a complex and varied landscape that is 

constantly influenced by its inhabitants 

and visitors. The landscape offers a full 

picture of living use, from the Bronze 

Age and Iron Age to Medieval age, and 

to 18th and 19th century. Modern 

human impact such that has brought 

holiday and recreation uses, new 

housing and car parks have been 

allowed where needed. The South 

Devon AONB landscape is a living 

heritage, constantly evolving, changing, 

and thereby as authentic as it can 

possibly be. 

For what concerns the value of 

integrity, intended as wholeness and 

intactness of the cultural landscape, it 

can be argued that the landscape has 

preserved the significant features. With 

protections, legislations, and policies 

around the designated area, the impact 

brought on by change in by modern lives on the landscape is monitored (see indicators of 

change 4.4). However, how increased use of the landscape, climate change, and development 

pressure will affect the integrity to landscape will be a test of time (see section covering 

threats from a use point of view 3.4 and from a management angle under 4.3). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1.6. Technical condition assessment of the cultural landscape: conservation  

        and protection needs  

 

Box 1.4 Key aims for conservation, 

management and use as an AONB:  

¶ Landscape quality, where natural or man-

made landscape is good quality 

¶ Conserve and enhance the natural and 

cultural heritage of AONBs, ensuring they 

can meet the challenges of the future 

¶ Promote public understanding and 

enjoyment of the nature and culture 

of AONB and encourage people to act for 

their conservation 

¶ Support the economic and social well-

being of local communities in ways which 

contribute to the conservation and 

enhancement of natural beauty 

¶ Value, sustain and promote the benefits 

that Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty 

provide for society, including clean air and 

water, food, carbon storage and other 

services vital to the nationõs health and 

well-being 

(GOV.UK, 2019)  
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The high-quality environment within 

the AONB is reflected in the clean air, 

low levels of light pollution, clean 

bathing waters and tranquillity. This 

environmental quality provides a 

healthy environment for people living 

in and visiting the AONB landscape. At 

the same time, the landscape character 

of the South Devon AONB is under 

increasing threat due to social, 

economic, and environmental 

pressures. Activities such as land use, 

planning and the changing climate, all 

have an influence on the character and 

condition of the landscape. The 

cumulative impact of small scale 

changes is being felt at a landscape scale 

and the need to respect distinctive 

local character is increasingly needed 

to avoid further damaging cumulative 

damage (South Devon AONB 

Partnership, 2019c). Due to the 

popularity as a holiday destination, 

both for visitors and second house 

owners, the potential of unwanted gentrification processes has been flagged for (DEVON 

COUNTY COUNCIL RESPONSE, 2006; South Devon AONB Unit, 2013). It is necessary 

to monitor cumulative impact and damaging change on the environment to ensure that the 

special qualities are not degraded beyond repair.  

While some water bodies have seen quality improvements over the last few years, there has 

been a reduction in tranquillity in some areas with new developments and new leisure 

activities (South Devon AONB Partnership, 2019c). The biodiversity and geodiversity of the 

South Devon AONB is under threat from natural degradation, inappropriate development 

and recreational activities. This is partially a result of the pressure of use for visitors. A large 

numbers of visitors can cause damage to fragile shingle vegetation due to wear and tear 

caused by access on foot and vehicles (LUC, 2018). There is significant pressure from built 

development along estuary shorelines, with cumulative impacts on landscape, habitats, 

species and water quality. Some of the landscape characterecteric types are affected by 

intrusive development (LUC, 2018). 

Figure 6 ð Start point is a well-known landscape view 

of the AONB.  Photo courtesy of South Devon 

AONB Unit. 
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All change is not a result 

caused by increased 

tourism or in-migration 

but also results of changing 

agricultural practices. 

Some modern farming 

practices are thought to be 

contributing to a 

continuing gradual decline 

of many formerly common 

species and their habitats. 

Farms are becoming larger, 

more specialised and 

industrialised, while the 

number of traditional, 

small, mixed farms are continuing to decline (South Devon AONB Unit, 2011). Adapting to 

modern agricultural practices has the potential to damage the traditional agricultural 

landscape that has shaped the South Devon AONB landscape. The viability of farm businesses 

has led to farming practices that are unsustainable and damaging both to the environment 

and to the long-term assets of the farms themselves. The medium sized mixed farms 

traditional to South Devon seem well-suited to support biodiversity, but the future for these 

enterprises can be thought to be uncertain. The fragmentation of habitats has reduced the 

ability of less mobile species to move successfully, leading to isolation and loss. The extent, 

condition and integrity of the network of òlocal sitesó that generally receive lower levels of 

protection, resources and attention continue to be of concern (South Devon AONB 

Partnership, 2019b).  

 

1.7. Programme (existing) of protection: con servation, use, adaptation,  

         modernisation  

As required under Part IV, Section 89 of the Countryside and Rights of Way Act 2000, the 

South Devon AONB has set up a Management plan that formulates local authority policy 

and action in relation to the management of the area. It provides guidance and support to 

statutory undertakers and any public body or person holding public office to fulfil the Section 

85, ôduty to have regard to the purpose of conserving and enhancing the natural beauty of 

the AONBõ (South Devon AONB Partnership, 2019c, 2019a). In agreement with the 

designation requirements, a management plan of the AONB must consider conserving and 

enhancing the natural beauty of the AONB with continuity and consistency over time. The 

current Management of the AONB concerns the years 2019-2014. It does include, as stated 

by the government requirements: 1) an assessment of the special quality of the AONB, such 

Figure 7 ð Iconic view over the Big Burgh Island.  Photo courtesy 

of South Devon AONB Unit. 
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as a landscape character assessment that includes its condition and vulnerability to change; 

2) cross reference to existing plans, such as local transport plans or biodiversity action plans; 

3) a strategy, such as a 5 year plan, of how youõll manage change; 4) other special sites that 

exist in the AONB, such as scheduled ancient monuments or sites of special scientific 

interest; 5) an action plan, for example whoõs doing what, why and by when; 6) and  

a monitoring plan to show how youõll measure the AONBõs condition and effectiveness of 

management (GOV.UK, 2019; South Devon AONB Unit, 2021a).  

1.8 Summary and conclusions.  

 

  

The South Devon AONB is located in Southwest England, UK. The area is known for 

its significant landscape features including rugged cliffs, sandy coves, peaceful 

countryside, picturesque villages, rolling hills, wooded valleys, colourful hedge banks and 

secretive estuaries. The South Devon AONB is the result of a continues interaction 

between people and the environment which gives the area its local identity: an ancient 

cultural landscape with strong links to the sea and generations of human activity carved 

into the surroundings. With a 97 km long unspoilt coastline, five river estuaries, just 

over 27,000 hectares of agricultural land and 2,500 hectares of woodlands, the AONB 

offers varying landscape features.  

At the same time, the landscape character of the South Devon AONB is under increasing 

threat due to social, economic, and environmental pressures. Activities such as land use, 

planning and the changing climate, all have an influence on the character and condition 

of the landscape. The cumulative impact of small-scale changes is being felt at a landscape 

scale and the need to respect distinctive local character is increasingly needed to avoid 

further cumulative damage. 
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2. Characteristics of the protection  of the cultural landscape  
 

2.1. Legal status of the cultural landscape: formal and practical protection  

       system 

The purpose of an Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty is to conserve and enhance the area's 

natural beauty. The South Devon AONB was formally designated in August 1960 under the 

National Parks and Access to the Countryside Act 1949 (South Devon AONB Partnership, 

2019c). An area of outstanding natural beauty (AONB) is land protected by the Countryside 

and Rights of Way Act 2000 (CROW Act). Under the CROW Act, the relevant local 

authority, must make sure that all decisions have regard for the purpose of conserving and 

enhancing the natural beauty of the AONB. The local authority decisions and activities must 

consider the potential effect it will have within the AONB and land outside its boundary. 

Local authorities are suggested to give authority to an ôAONB partnershipsõ to manage the 

AONB and to create a management plan, this is also the structure within the South Devon 

AONB. The South Devon Partnership Committee provides a strategic lead in the protection, 

conservation and enhancement of the South Devon AONB and consists of 18 

representatives: 1) Local authorities; 2) Agencies (e.g., Natural England, Historic England); 3) 

Organisations (e.g., Plymouth University); 4) Community representatives (e.g., landowning 

or farming community) (South Devon AONB Partnership, 2019c). However, it should be 

underlined that AONBs do not have the authority to make decisions on development 

proposals or strategic planning (GOV.UK, 2018).  

  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Area_of_Outstanding_Natural_Beauty
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Beyond the AONB designation, there are multiple protected designations within the AONB 

itself. Each site/monument is inscribed to national or local acts are thereby protected 

separately. Below is a short list of designation sites within the AONB:   

Protection type   Number/size within the South 

Devon AONB  

Nature conservation designations  

Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSIs) 18 

Special Areas of Conservation 6 

National Nature Reserves 2 

Geological Conservation Review Sites 9 

Historic environment designat ions 

Scheduled Ancient Monuments 58 

Listed Buildings 1317 

Registered Historic Parks and Gardens 7 

Historic Conservation Areas 39 

Protected Wreck sites 4 

 

Table 2 ð A list of designation sites within the South Devon AONB (South Devon AONB Partnership, 

2019b) 
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2.2. Formal requirements regarding protection of the cultural landscape   

As stated above, to become an AONB certain requirements are needed to fulfil (see section 

1.4). To further remain an AONB, local authorities are suggested set up an AONB 

partnership who, in turn must create a management plan (see section 2.1). It is required to 

deliver a management plan, and further suggested for AONBs work with land managers and 

farmers and their representative bodies and with the public to educate and promote heritage 

conservation in their respective areas (see section 3.2 and 4.3). 

 
2.3. Protection of values, authenticity and integrity, technical condition  

In 2016 over 74% of the South Devon AONB was identified as used for agricultural. Agri-

environment schemes provide funding to the farmers to implement environmental 

improvements to their farming practices. This could include the introduction of wildflower 

edges around crops, a reduction in the percentage of hedges cut and organic farming 

practices (South Devon AONB Partnership, 2019b).  

As mention under section 2.1, there are numerous protected designation sites within the 

AONB. Across the UK, Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSIs) are legally protected under 

the Wildlife and Countryside Act 1981. Most SSSIs are in private ownership and their 

management is shared responsibility with Natural England. Units based on habitat, tenure 

and management. Out of the 403 SSSI units in the South Devon AONB, 356 are in a 

favourable condition. The remaining 47 units are in an unfavourable condition with 14 in a 

declining condition, 6 showing no change and 27 recovering. These percentages have broadly 

remained constant over the five-year period.  

Within the South Devon AONB 8% of its area is covered by woodland. Of the wooded 

areas three quarters of this has been classified as broadleaved woodland and in 2017 about 

40% of broadleaved woodlands were actively managed. From 2013 to 2017 the percentage 

of woodland under management changed from 34% to 42%, an 8% increase (South Devon 

AONB Partnership, 2019b). 

 

2.4. Programme (proposal) of protection and conservation  

The South Devon AONB five-year Management plan seeks to ensure that the landscape is 

conserved, managed and enhanced to support and benefit present and future generations. 

The plan is grouped into 3 sections: Place, People and Partnership. These sections are further 

divided in to 14 themes that cover the issues relevant to the whole South Devon AONB 

area and its setting. The first section focusing on Place aims to discuss how to conserve and 

enhance the natural beauty of the AONB: 
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¶ Place: The first section of the management plan looks at the values of the landscape 

that are needed to protect. This includes the Landscape Character, Natural resources 

& climate, Biodiversity & geodiversity, Historic environment, Farming & land 

management, Coast & Marine, Rivers and Estuaries. 

¶ People:  The second section focus more on use of the landscape, more specially on 

Tourism, Access & Recreation, Planning and Sustainable Development, infrastructure 

such as transport and highways, the rural economy and services, and lastly, the 

community and the culture. This section is further explored under section 3.2. 

¶ Partnership:  This section explores how the AONB can be managed by looking at 

awareness and communication, and more specilly at the management, the 

organisation and the partnerships. This section is further explored under the full 

section 4.  

The above listed sections and sub-sections work as categories in the early working Delivery 

Plan that support of the South Devon AONB Management Plan strategy (South Devon Unit, 2020). 

 

2.5. Summary and conclusions  

 

 

3. Characteristics of the use of the cultural landscape  
 

3.1. Description of the primary functions and use  

The South Devon AONB landscape is primarily a working landscape where about three 

quarters of the area is used for agriculture (South Devon AONB Partnership, 2019b). 

Besides this, the significant maritime related culture expressed through the large number of 

regattas and boating events. Although the AONBõs main economic activity has traditionally 

been agriculture, they are increasingly seen as multifunctional spaces: attractive for leisure 

activities, in-migration, and increasing tourism. 

The purpose of an Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty is to conserve and enhance the 

area's natural beauty. An area of outstanding natural beauty (AONB) is land protected by 

law: the Countryside and Rights of Way Act 2000 (CROW Act). Beyond the AONB 

designation, there are multiple protected designations within the AONB itself, among 

them Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSIs). Local authorities have given right to an 

ôAONB partnershipsõ to manage the AONB through a five year-long management plan. 

The management plan is broken down into yearly work through a Delivery plan.  

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Area_of_Outstanding_Natural_Beauty
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3.2. Programme (existing) of use, adaptation, modernization: presentation   

       and critical evaluation   

In the AONB Management plan use can be understood as the section People. This section 

aims òto encourage and support sustainable economic development, social engagement and 

recreational activity, for the people who live and visitó the area. This section has five sub-

sections:  

I) Tourism, Access & Recreation (read more under section 3.3);  

II) Planning and Sustainable Development (this if further discussed under section 3.4);  

III) Transport & Highways: As well as providing vital services for communities and 

workplaces, public transport can help to reduce emissions, taking cars off the road 

and reducing congestion. The programme supports the development of safe and 

parallel access routes supports local communities and further encourages sustainable 

transport. Intense traffic pressure, particularly in the summer months, causes 

congestion at certain locations and may create an intrusion into the quality of the 

area; 

IV) Rural Economy & Services: As the AONB is a living and working landscape with a 

wide range of business and economic activities there are various needs. Parts of the 

AONB are remote rural areas with poor transport networks, a high proportion of 

micro businesses and limited markets due to their distance from urban areas. Growth 

opportunities within the local rural economy include: local food and drink produce; 

sustainable construction; farm diversification; and tourism. Sensitively located digital 

infrastructure improvements have the potential to encourage greater opportunities 

for both businesses and residents within the AONB while reducing the need for 

travel; 

V) Community & Culture: The AONB Partnership supports opportunities to develop 

local community initiatives and activity in collaboration with others to help develop 

skills, improve health, raise awareness, and encourage cohesion. The resident 

community of South Devon is diverse ranging from very affluent areas to deprived 

rural communities. Communities are becoming increasingly divorced from land 

management and farming traditions reflected in the growing disconnection between 

children and the natural environment, reflected in obesity, sedentary lifestyles, and 

the loss of independence and confidence in decision making. 

Note: specific aims within in each sub-sections can be found in the yearly Delivery Plan 

(South Devon Unit, 2020). 
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3.3. Tour ism, presentation, information : present state and potential  

Tourism is a vital part of the local economy with many staying and day visitors drawn by the stunning 

beaches, dramatic coastlines, picturesque villages, and field pattern. The natural beauty of the 

landscape is an asset as well as being a major attraction for most visitors. Whilst it is recognised that 

sustainable forms of tourism can make a valuable contribution to the local economy and rural 

development. There are strategic recreational walking routes which follow the course of the rivers, 

along the coastline, and through the rolling landscape. Besides, land ways, there is high levels of 

activity, often seasonal, from recreational sailing and other watersports in the estuaries. There is 

considerable potential for the AONB to further contribute to the health and wellbeing of local 

people and visitors (LUC, 2018). The AONB partnership underlines the access to public rights of 

way, open access land and opportunities as important for increasing active lifestyles (South Devon 

AONB Partnership, 2019c). 

In the management plan, the AONB state that they are aspiring to reach a sustainable, year-round 

tourism industry which benefits from and contributes to the environmental quality of the area will 

be supported. They will be working sustaining accommodation opportunities and facilities for visitors 

and recreational users. Besides this, they aspire to see activities and initiatives to extend beyond the 

main tourism season (South Devon AONB Partnership, 2019c). By providing visitor facilities, 

improve recreational infrastructure and make information more accessible at the most heavily used 

destinations, the idea is to concentrate marketing on the more popular and developed sites which 

are better to accommodate and contain intensive recreational pressure. In addition, co-ordinated 

information and interpretation about countryside, coastal, marine and estuarine recreation and 

access will be promoted through a range of media, to help foster greater understanding, appropriate 

expectations and considerate behaviour (South Devon AONB Partnership, 2019c). 

 

 
3.4. Proposal programme of use, adaptation, moderni sation  

After the completion of the last restoration works in 2014, the fortress was expected to be 

used as follows: 

- Basement Plan: archaeological route to be set up 

- Raised Floor: Management; Ticket office, Book-Shop. 

- First Floor: Exhibitions and frescoed chapel of Sant'Agata. 

- Second Floor: Exhibitions  

- Attic: Not usable 

Today, the archaeological route on the basement plan is not set up yet and it should certainly 

be realized. A proposal for future programme of use is for sure connected with the historical 
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and architectural value of the building, which needs to be valorised, for instance by establish 

not only exhibitions connected to the fairy tales but also with the history of the monument. 

 

3.5. Threats  

The landscape character assessment foresees that the many visitors can cause damage to 

fragile shingle vegetation in some LCT areas due to wear and tear caused by access on foot 

and vehicles. Among these are high cliffs, as the eroded footpaths may not only wear them 

down but also act as a potential danger. It is suggested that these may be fenced for safety 

reasons, however, these features can detract from the relatively natural and unspoilt nature 

of the coast (LUC, 2018). 

Continued development in the countryside at levels indicated in strategic planning 

documents, together with growth in car usage, are likely to diminish levels of tranquillity, 

particularly around the urban fringes to the east and west of the AONB. Some prominent 

coastal sites are spoiled by past poor-quality development, compounded by growing pressure 

for commercial activities, intensive recreational use, and erosion. Recreational conflicts and 

disturbance of tranquil areas are sometimes caused by motorised craft and at a small number 

of beaches users compete for safe launch and water space (South Devon AONB Partnership, 

2019c). Generally the highway network is sparse and consists of minor rural lanes, although 

the LCT is crossed by major transport mainline railway introducing noise and movement 

which can detract from tranquillity. (LUC, 2018). 

 There is significant pressure from 

built development along estuary 

shorelines, with cumulative impacts 

on landscape, habitats, species and 

water quality. The character of the 

cliffs is affected by intrusive 

development in the adjacent open 

coastal plateaux landscape. (LUC, 

2018). Established maritime 

businesses are being gradually 

displaced from their traditional 

premises, undermining the viability 

of essential shore-side support 

services and increasing pressure on 

other undeveloped estuary-side 

locations to accommodate boating uses (South Devon AONB Partnership, 2019c). In the 

river valley many of the farm buildings have been converted to residences (LUC, 2018), 

Figure 8 ð Nearby cities are creepy closer to the AONB 

landscape.  Photo courtesy of South Devon AONB Unit  

(South Devon AONB Partnership, 2019c). 
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indicating that what was previously housing dedicated to agricultural usage are now being 

transformed into housing or part time stays. This has often been recognised as way to read 

gentrification processes in rural areas (Phillips, 2004, 2005; Darling, 2005; ¡berg, 2021).   

 

3.6. Programme (proposal) of use, adaptation, modernization: presentation  

        and critical evaluation  

One of the main issues of the area, is the increased use and the heavy demand for new 

housing. The AONB Management Plan is a material consideration in plan-making and 

decision-taking as part of development management processes. However, AONBs do not 

have the authority to make decisions on development proposals or strategic planning 

(GOV.UK, 2018), although the AONB Unit does provide protected landscape advice to the 

Local Planning Authorities for those applications that have a significant impact on the natural 

beauty and special qualities of the AONB. Section 85 of the Countryside and Rights of Way 

Act 2000 places an explicit duty on relevant authorities to have regard to the purpose of 

conserving and enhancing the natural beauty of an AONB when plan-making and decision-

taking. The area remains under intense pressure from housing development on green field 

sites both inside the boundary and in the adjoining rural setting. The constraints on available 

land mean that areas within the AONB boundary and its setting are under pressure for the 

conversion of business, tourism and employment land to residential use (South Devon 

AONB Partnership, 2019c). To tackle this issue, the local Councils are consulting on a joint 

local plan, setting out where potential development could take place in the South Devon 

AONB and how the area will change up to 2034, and they are looking to neighbourhood 

plans to identify a proportion of their housing allocation target (South Devon AONB 

Partnership, 2019c).  

 

3.7. Summary and conclusions  

The South Devon AONB landscape is primarily a working landscape where about three 

quarters of the area is used for agriculture. Besides this, the significant maritime related 

culture. Although the AONBõs main economic activity has traditionally 

been agriculture, they are increasingly seen as multifunctional spaces: attractive for 

leisure activities, in-migration, and increasing tourism. Tourism is a vital part of the local 

economy with many staying and day visitors. One of the main issues of the area, is the 

increased use of the landscape and the heavy demand for new housing. In the 

management plans a will is expressed to encourage and support sustainable economic 

development, social engagement and recreational activity, for the people who live and 

visit the area. The local AONB Unit does not have the authority to make decisions on 

development proposals or strategic planning. 
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4. Characteristics of the management  of the cultural landscape  
 

4.1. Description of management of the cultural landscape: ownership,   

       structure, staff   

The AONB Partnership Committee provides a strategic lead in the protection, conservation 

and enhancement of the South Devon AONB. As it consists of 18 representatives it is 

representing a diverse part of the inhabitants. The Partnership is supported by a working 

group called the AONB Unit. Their primary focus is to: II) to provide a strategic, independent 

unit dedicated to the conservation and enhancement of the South Devon AONB; and11) to 

co-ordinate and drive the implementation of the Management plan. The AONB Unit make 

sure that is committed to providing value for money in delivering an efficient and effective 

service. It aims to be transparent and responsive to key policy influences, partners and 

communities whilst being open minded and embracing change 

The tangible maintenance to ensure the patchwork landscape of small fields, hedge banks, 

walls, hedgerow trees, woods, orchards, and farmsteads is something has been and is created 

by farmers and foresters since hundreds of years. Their continued work is essential in 

keeping the AONB a distinctive, productive, working agricultural landscape. (South Devon 

AONB Unit, 2011). Thereby, the farmers are important stakeholders for the AONB 

Partnership. To ensure the AONB is recognised and valued as a national, regional and local 

asset and effectively managed, the partnership puts high value in their stakeholderõs 

viewpoint.  

 

Figure 9 ð Slopes and combes. Photography by Roger English. Photo courtesy of South Devon AONB Unit. 
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4.2. Financing:  current state, need, possibilities   

One of the main tasks of the AONB Partnership is tasks are to make funding applications. 

Each AONB has have its own administrative process in place when offering technical support 

to determine eligibility, including application and monitoring processes. Landowners and 

managers will be required to demonstrate eligibility for support under the scheme as to 

location and business status. The Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs 

(Defra) provides annual grant aid to each AONB Partnership or Conservation Board to 

support delivery of the AONB management plan. The relevant local authorities also 

contribute funding to the AONB core functions which mainly concerns staff costs. Funding 

for landscape protection and enhancement works will be provided from these budgets and 

will be determined and managed by each AONB (GOV.UK, 2019).  

In pursuance of specific management plan objectives AONBs will offer support to farmers 

and land managers to conserve, restore and enhance the distinctive landscape and cultural 

heritage of the area. Such aid may include the provision of grants to carry out conservation 

and restoration tasks that contribute to the unique character of the area. The AONBs 

provide advice and training through their own staff where possible or if not through a suitably 

qualified provider (GOV.UK, 2019). Grants will either be made available to land managers 

to carry out approved schemes or the AONB team may carry out such work itself.  

 

 4.3. Threats  

To ensure the AONB is recognised and valued as a national, regional and local asset and 

effectively managed, the AONB partnership puts a lot of value in engaging their stakeholders. 

Many residents of the area, especially the young and those in adjoining urban areas, are not 

engaged with the AONB for a range of reasons including cultural, financial, mobility and 

social exclusion. To not have a diverse voice in the planning of the AONB can a potential 

risk in safeguarding the intangible and diverse heritage of the area. 
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Yet another apparent threat is the decline in farming incomes and increased financial 

pressures are leading landowners to seek alternative land uses, such as the use of agricultural 

land for caravan parks, game shoots, tourist attractions, flood alleviation and the creation of 

wildlife habitats. A decline in family mixed farms accompanied by an ageing farming 

population, a shortage of new entrants to the industry, and an increasing burden of regulation 

and administration threatens the culture of farming (South Devon AONB Partnership, 

2019c). This is an enormous threat to the landscape character, as small-scale farming has 

shaped and is shaping the current landscape. Therefore, the Partnership aim to create an 

awareness and understanding of the South Devon AONB and its special qualities amongst 

residents, businesses, organisations, and visitors to further strengthen the roles of the 

farmers.  

 

4.4. Monitoring and indicators   

To monitor change in the South Devon AONB, 20 indicators were proposed in 2013. The 

indicators were then measured against a report from 2017. However, some indicators were 

not followed up, or had been reported with different metrics. The full list of indicators if 

found below: 

Management 

theme  

Indicator 

nr.  
Local measure of change  

Landscape 

character 

1 
Area (ha) and % of AONB in agri-environment 

schemes 

2 % of AONB recorded as ômost tranquilõ 

3 10 fixed post photographic monitoring points 

Natural resources 

& climate 
No indicators proposed 

Biodiversity & 

Geodiversity 

4 % of SSSIs in õfavourable conditionõ 

5 % change in woodland size & type 

6 
% of Regionally Important Geological sites in 

õfavourable conditionõ 

Historic 

Environment 

 

7 
Number of assets on the Historic Environment 

Record 

8 % of assets on the heritage at risk register 
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9 

Scheduled Monuments, Listed Buildings and 

Registered Park and Garden on the national ôAt 

Riskõ register. 

10 
Scheduled Monuments assessed as declining in 

condition. 

11 
1 Management and protection of historic features 

agri-environment agreements 

Farming/ Land 

Management 
No local indicators are proposed 

Coast/Marine 

Environment 
12 

South Devon AONB bathing water quality rated 

excellent 

Rivers and 

Estuaries 
13 WFD river water quality status 

Tourism, Access 

and Recreation 
No local indicators are proposed 

Planning and 

Sustainable 

Development 

 

14 Number of affordable homes built annually 

15 

Change in % of settlements with neighbourhood 

plan, parish plan or village design statement 

parishes with adopted neighbourhood plans 

Transport and 

Highways 
No local indicators are proposed 

Rural Economy and 

Services 

16 
Total annual values of agri-environment 

agreements 

17 % change in farm number and size 

Community and 

Culture 
18 

Number of parishes with neighbourhood plan, up-

to-date parish plans 

Awareness and 

Communication 

19 
Numbers of people engaged with social networks 

and attending events 

20 
Numbers of people participating in voluntary 

activities  

Management No local indicators are proposed 

Table 3. List of local indicators and headline performance against management plan theme (South 

Devon AONB Partnership, 2019b) 
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4.5. Summary and conclusions  

 

  

Their continued work is essential in keeping the AONB a distinctive, productive, working 

agricultural landscape. 84% of todayõs South Devon AONB is farmed in some way with 

598 agricultural holdings. The decline in farming incomes and increased financial pressures 

are leading land owners to seek alternative land uses, such as the use of agricultural land 

for caravan parks, game shoots, tourist attractions, flood alleviation and the creation of 

wildlife habitats.  In pursuance of specific management plan objectives AONBs will offer 

support to farmers and land managers to conserve, restore and enhance the distinctive 

landscape and cultural heritage of the area. Such aid may include the provision of grants 

to carry out conservation and restoration tasks that contribute to the unique character 

of the area. To monitor future change in the South Devon AONB, 20 indicators were 

proposed in the 2013. 
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Annex I. Glossary  

 

Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB):  an outstanding landscape whose distinctive 

character and natural beauty are so precious that it is safeguarded in the national interest. 

Estuar y: Estuaries and their surrounding wetlands are bodies of water usually found where rivers 

meet the sea. Estuaries are home to unique plant and animal communities that have adapted to 

brackish waterña mixture of fresh water draining from the land and salty seawater (US Department 

of Commerce, 2021). 

Sites of Special Scientific Interest (SSSIs):  sites that are legally protected under the Wildlife 

and Countryside Act 1981 (as amended). Most SSSIs are in private ownership and their management 

is shared responsibility with Natural England. 

Landscape Character Types (LCT) are distinct types of landscape that are relatively homogeneous 

in character. Although, the landscapes may occur in different areas in different part of the same 

country, in broad terms they share the same combinations of geology, topography, drainage 

patterns, vegetation and historical land use and settlement patterns 

Special Qualities : AONBs are designated for their natural beauty. Special qualities are used to 

summarise the natural beauty of a designated landscape, and are an important tool in describing and 

understanding what it is that makes an area worthy of designation. 

Tranquillity : A perceptual landscape quality, increasingly valued in modern society. Often 

expressed in terms of ôrelative tranquillityõ, the term is used to describe a combination of factors 

including naturalness, wildness, and levels of disturbance. 

Distinctive Characteristics  are those components that define what it is that gives South Devon 

its sense of place. They generally apply to areas smaller than the AONB as a whole.  

Key Features  are specific and detailed locations, places, landmarks, occurrences, events etc. that 

are of particular significance to South Devon and help illustrate how or where the special qualities, 

distinctive characteristics and natural beauty can be seen. 

 

(LUC, 2018; South Devon AONB Partnership, 2019b) 
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Annex II. South Devon AONB Special Qualities  

The following overview of the South Devon Special Qualities are based on the report 

Understanding the special qualities of the South Devon AONB by the South Devon AONB Unit 

(South Devon AONB Partnership, 2019d). The Landscape Character Types that state in the 

Landscape Character Assessment of South Hams a connection and contribution to certain 

Special Qualities have been paired (LUC, 2018).    

Fine, undeveloped, wild and rugged coastline  

Natural Beauty Criteria  Landscape Quality  

Scenic Quality  

Relative Wildness  

Relative Tranquillity  

Natural Heritage Features  

Cultural Heritage  

Rationale  Distinctive characteristics  

¶ The scale, extent and 

continuity of fine 

undeveloped coastline 

that provided the 

primary reason for the 

AONB designation 

remains a finite and 

critically important 

national asset.  

¶ The AONB coastline 

provides a distinct and 

abrupt contrast with 

Å A natural, dynamic and evolving coastline.  

Å A richly diverse intertidal area of sand, shingle, rock and 

extensive rocky reefs.  

Å A largely undeveloped coast where limited development 

is restricted to historic coastal settlements.  

Å Small settlements with a historic relations with the sea.  

Å The diversity and quantity of geological and 

geomorphological features represented along the entire 

coast.  

Å Dramatic near-vertical hard cliffs in contrast with areas 

of low cliffs.  

Å Striking and prominent headlands, secluded coves, bays 

and beaches providing both scale and contrast.  

Å An extensive coastal rights of way network. 
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the adjoining coastline 

of surrounding ones.  

¶ Many of the natural 

features exposed at the 

coast form important 

qualifying features for 

nationally important 

nature conservation 

designations.  

Å Strong perception of being distant from significant 

habitation and an apparent absence of human 

intervention. 

Å The smells, tastes, sounds and movement of the coast.  

Å Exposure to the force of natural weather events and this 

effect on the senses meaning that character changes 

dramatically with the weather and seasons.  

Å Sense of awe and wonder derived from the seascape ð 

particularly the uninterrupted wide expanse of sea. 

Landscape Character 

Type  

Includes: Open coastal plateaux (1B); Coastal slopes and 

combes (4D); and Cliffs (4H).  

 

Ria estuaries (drowned river valleys), steep combes and a network  

of associated watercourses  

Natural Beaut y Criteria  Landscape Quality  

Scenic Quality  

Relative Wildness  

Relative Tranquillity  

Natural Heritage Features  

Cultural Heritage  

Rationale  Distinctive characteristics  

Å All five of the AONBõs 

estuaries share a very 

distinct character.  

 

Å A consistent high quality and diversity are found 

throughout the estuarine environment contributing to a 

strong sense of place.  
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Å The estuaries contrast 

markedly with the much 

bigger scale and more 

open and heavily 

developed nature of the 

nearby estuaries.  

Å The Salcombe-

Kingsbridge estuary in 

particular is a nationally 

important example of a 

ria estuary having very 

little freshwater input, 

high salinity levels and a 

large tidal range. Many 

truly marine plants and 

animals are found which 

seldom occur 

intertidally in estuaries 

elsewhere.  

Å Intertidal rocky 

foreshore, seagrass 

beds, mudflats and salt 

marshes are 

irreplaceable features 

associated with each of 

the AONB estuaries. 

Å Estuary character changes with the state of the tide and 

weather conditions.  

Å Extensive areas of saltmarsh, mudflat, coastal grazing 

marsh and reedbed.  

Å Steeply sloping land adjacent to the estuaries, often 

extensively wooded down to the waterõs edge.  

Å Deciduous ancient woodland fringes the estuary sides 

and sheltered combes.  

Å Extensive entirely undeveloped areas of the middle 

estuaries and smaller creeks.  

Å Development restricted to historic settlements in 

sheltered locations close to estuary mouths, or at inland 

tidal extremities.  

Å Occasional waterside developments and historic 

features have strong functional relationships with the 

water.  

Å Harbour and boating infrastructure is clustered and 

largely contained within developed areas.  

Å Flood plains close to the main rivers support rough 

grazing.  

Å Combes with rough pasture, dense field boundaries and 

narrow streams at their bases drain to estuaries or at 

the coast drain direct to the sea as coastal combes.  

Å Small woodland copses on valley sides and tree lined 

streams emphasise landform. 

Landscape Character 

Type  

Includes: Sparsely Settled Farmed Valley Floors (3C); River 

Valley Slopes and Combes (3G); and Estuaries (4A). 
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Deeply rural rolling patchwork agricultural landscape  

Natural Beauty Criteria  Landscape Quality  

Scenic Quality  

Relative Wildness  

Relative Tranquillity  

Natural Heritage Features  

Cultural Heritage  

Rationale  Distinctive characteristics  

Å The patterned mosaic of 

predominantly small fields 

and Devon hedges 

reflects centuries of 

harmonious human 

involvement working in 

and shaping the landscape.  

Å The complexity of the 

agricultural landscape 

vividly contrasts with the 

dramatic coastline and 

expansive apparent 

uniformity of the sea.  

Å Mixed farming enterprises 

have been central to 

shaping the farmed 

landscape and its high 

nature value.  

Å Away from the coast, 

wide, tall and mature 

Å Elevated land with a pleasing rolling topography.  

Å The pattern of wide, deep and mature Devon hedges 

(hedgerows on banks) makes a substantial 

contribution to character.  

Å A generally small, irregular field pattern on lower and 

steeper land changes to one of medium to large fields 

on plateau tops.  

Å Sparsely-wooded plateaux with wind sculpted and 

stunted hedgerow trees prominent in exposed 

locations near to coast, contrasting with tall mature 

hedgerow trees further inland.  

Å Predominantly mixed farming with pasture on the 

steeper slopes.  

Å Arable cultivation on flatter areas with larger field 

systems.  

Å The sparse but clustered settlement pattern, 

farmstead layouts and local vernacular building 

materials make a significant contribution to a 

distinctive sense of place.  
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Devon hedges supporting 

hedgerows enclose land 

at a very high density. 

Å Farmsteads are scattered throughout the area, away 

from ridgelines and nestled in dips often with 

shelterbelts.  

Å Sparsely wooded high ground is often accentuated by 

hill top copses.  

Å Ancient Semi-Natural Woodland and Plantations on 

Ancient Woodland Sites are found on steeper valley 

sides.  

Å A vivid contrasting tapestry of colours change 

throughout the seasons from subdued pastels of 

winter stubble to deep-red newly ploughed soils, the 

bright yellow of flowering oil-seed rape, deep green 

young wheat, ripe golden barley, and the pale yellow-

white of newly harvested grass. 

Landscape Character 

Type  

Includes: Lower Rolling Farmed and Settled Valley Slopes 

(3B); Lowland Plains (3E); River Valley Slopes and Combes 

(3G); and Inland Elevated Undulating Land (5A). 

 

Deeply incised landscape that is intimate, hidden and secretive away from the 

plateau tops  

Natural Beauty Criteria  Landscape Quality  

Scenic Quality  

Relative Wildness  

Relative Tranquillity  

Natural Heritage Features  

Cultural Heritage  
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Rationale  Distinctive characteristics  

Å The ability to quickly 

immerse oneself in the 

landscape and òget away 

from it alló is an important 

and highly valued 

characteristic. 

Å When traversing the 

AONB, the incisions 

formed by the five main 

estuaries, the network of 

watercourses and their 

associated combes create a 

rapidly changing character. 

Å The intimate and secretive 

character afforded by valley 

locations contrasts sharply 

with that of neighbouring 

plateau, coastal and urban 

locations.  

Å Ancient woodlands form a 

finite irreplaceable 

resource of great 

importance. 

 

Å Sharp incisions have been formed by rivers, the 

network of combes and the flooded former river 

valleys seen today as ria estuaries.  

Å The minor road network is sparse and well hidden 

generally within sunken lanes bounded with high 

hedgebanks. The minor road network remains 

relatively lightly used by traffic.  

Å Long views are afforded from plateau edges over 

the tops of combes or along valleys.  

Å A perception of isolation is often quickly achieved 

by dropping from ridgelines or plateau tops to valley 

bottoms.  

Å Steep valley sides, woodland and tall hedgebanks 

with mature hedges restrict and constrain views 

into and out of the combes and give a strong sense 

of enclosure, seclusion and at times relative 

isolation.  

Å Dense ancient oak woods in sheltered and inland 

locations add to the sense of enclosure, restricting 

views, sound travel and light penetration.  

Å In valley bottoms a more intimate close-to-hand 

scale is apparent and historic features become more 

visually prominent.  

Å The sound of running water in the valleys, and the 

sounds of wildlife, sheep and cattle are all intensified 

by the more enclosed surroundings and shelter 

from prevailing winds. 

Landscape Character Type  Includes: Lower Rolling Farmed and Settled Valley 

Slopes (3B); Settled Valley Floors (3F); Marine levels and 

coastal plains (4B); and Coastal slopes and combes (4D). 
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Iconic wide, unspoilt and expansi ve panoramic views  

Natural Beauty Criteria  Landscape Quality  

Scenic Qualit  

Relative Wildness  

Relative Tranquillity  

Natural Heritage Features  

Cultural Heritage  

Rationale  Distinctive characteristics  

Å Open and uninterrupted 

panoramic views from high 

ground offer a real sense of 

remoteness, wildness and 

scale. They are a resource 

of exceptional value.  

Å Vantage points with views 

that only contain natural 

features that are consistent 

with landscape character 

represent a diminishing, 

highly valued resource that 

is very highly regarded. 

 

Å Coastal locations with high ground offer up to 360 

degree panoramas that incorporate expansive 

seaward views to the horizon at up to 45kms away 

and contrastingly extensive. 

Å A number of high inland locations have steeply 

falling topography to at least one side and offer 

panoramic views, often including the presence of 

estuary or coastal water.  

Å Long framed views are provided along combes, river 

valleys, estuary creeks, and along green lanes.  

Å Views from the estuary waters offer a unique and 

particularly special perspective.  

Å Gate gaps at field entrances form important 

ôwindowsõ to the landscape and provide wider views 

than those possible from within the constrained 

channels of lanes lined with tall hedgebanks and 

hedgerows.  

Å Ridgelines and plateau edges form distinctive, 

unspoilt and very exposed skylines.  
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Landscape Character Type  Includes: Open coastal plateaux (1B); Sparsely Settled 

Farmed Valley Floors (3C); Estuaries (4A); Cliffs (4H); 

and Inland Elevated Undulating Land (5A).  

 

A landscape with a rich time depth and a wealth of historic features and 

cultural associations  

Natural 

Beauty 

Criteria  

Landscape Quality  

Scenic Qualit  

Relative Wildness  

Relative Tranquillity  

Natural Heritage Features  

Cultural Heritage  

Rationale  Distinctive characteristics  

Å The extent, continuity and 

coherence of historic 

landscape character across 

the AONB is of national 

significance. The AONB 

was the threshold to 

Devon and England for 

millennia forming the 

òfront dooró for 

movements of people, 

goods and ideas. Layers of 

archaeological evidence 

and historic features reveal 

Å Prehistoric features include complex field systems, 

droversõ tracks, ridge ways, burial mounds, 

earthworks, hut circles, trading centres, settlement 

enclosures and hill forts.  

Å Later features include farmsteads, field enclosures, 

orchards, lime kilns, catch meadows, deer parks, 

rabbit warrens, quarries and toll houses.  

Å Historic defensive features include hillforts, castles, 

gun batteries, pill-boxes and observation posts.   
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the evolution of the 

landscape through time.  

Note: See a full overview under section 2.2 

 

 

Landscape Character Type  Includes all LCTs  

A breadth and depth of significant habitats, species and associated natural 

events 

Natural 

Beauty 

Criteria  

Landscape Quality  

Scenic Qualit  

Relative Wildness  

Relative Tranquillity  

Natural Heritage Features  

Cultural Heritage  

Rationale  Distinctive characteristics  

Å The geographical position 

combined with the 

diversity of habitats it 

supports makes the area 

important for a range of 

species at the limits of their 

natural distribution range.  

Å The areaõs coast, estuary, 

countryside, aquatic and 

marine environment 

combine to form a uniquely 

diverse landscape and 

Å Vegetated sea cliffs; dry calcareous grassland and 

scrubland; sandbanks slightly covered by seawater 

all the time; large shallow sheltered marine inlets; 

and exposed and sheltered rocky foreshores are all 

of European importance.  

Å Sea grass beds; mudflats; coastal vegetated shingle; 

maritime grassland and heathland; hedgerows on 

banks; traditional orchards; and oak and wet 

woodlands are all of national importance.  

Å Agriculture-related habitats including Devon 

hedges, arable field margins, lowland species-rich 

meadows, small deciduous woodlands and 
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An ancient and intricate network of winding lanes, paths and recreational 

routes  

Natural Beauty Criteria  Landscape Quality  

Scenic Quality  

Relative Wildness  

Relative Tranquillity  

Natural Heritage Features  

Cultural Heritage  

Rationale  Distinctive characteristics  

Å The areaõs relative 

inaccessibility and reliance 

on an intricate minor road 

network means that there 

is no quick way to cover 

the ground of the South 

Devon AONB; it has to be 

Å Narrow, often sunken historic lanes are bounded by 

tall often stone-faced Devon banks and topped with 

thick, wide hedges  

Å A collection of historic toll houses, mileposts, 

bridges and signposts.  

Å Views from vehicles substantially restricted by high 

banks and hedgerows, with glimpsed views through 

gateways.  

seascape providing habitat, 

niches and conditions for a 

wealth of species.  

 

hedgerow trees all make an important contribution 

to the wider ecological network.  

Å A significant number of species are now endemic to 

the area. 

Note: See a full overview under section 2.x 

Landscape Character Type  Includes all LCTs  
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experienced at a slower 

pace.  

Å The South West Coast 

Path and coastal margin 

form a nationally significant 

resource and the primary 

recreational route of the 

South Devon AONB. 

 

Å The more heavily used minor roads typically follow 

the areaõs ridgelines.  

Å Away from ridgelines, particularly in an east-west 

direction the minor road network is exceptionally 

characterful being narrow, steep and winding.  

Å The speed of vehicle travel throughout the area is 

suppressed by the narrow winding intricacy of the 

road network.  

Å Hedge banks and road verges are rich in wildflowers 

and colourful natural vegetation with the Devon 

county flower, the primrose, featuring heavily 

during spring time.  

Landscape Character Type  Includes: Open coastal plateaux (1B); Lower Rolling 

Farmed and Settled Valley Slopes pen coastal plateaux 

(3B); Sparsely Settled Farmed Valley Floors (3C); River 

Valley Slopes and Combes (3G); and Inland Elevated 

Undulating Land (5A).  

 

Areas of high tranquillity, natural nightscapes, distinctive natural soundscapes 

and visible movement  

Natural Beauty Criteria  Landscape Quality  

Scenic Quality  

Relative Wildness  

Relative Tranquillity  

Natural Heritage Features  

Cultural Heritage  
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Rationale  Distinctive characteristics  

Å The spiritual, emotional 

and physical responses to 

the landscape, particularly 

its sense of timelessness, 

wilderness, remoteness 

and peacefulness are 

nationally significant.  

Å As a combination of views, 

movement, sounds, smells, 

textures and tastes, the 

way the AONB is 

perceived is dramatic, yet 

subtle and varied.  

Å The dark sky and natural 

nightscape resource of the 

AONB is particularly highly 

valued. 

 

Å The juxtaposition of coastal, estuarine, riverine, 

farm, village and woodland environments creates a 

rich experience of many different features, sounds, 

smells and textures perceived as being natural and 

contributing to a sense of tranquillity.  

Å Some remote parts of the AONB distant from the 

primary road network, main population centres and 

tourist hotspots offer a real sense of high tranquillity 

at all times of the year. ÅSections of the coast are 

wild and rugged offering a sense of remoteness with 

few signs of human presence and the perception of 

a strongly natural landscape and seascape. Extensive 

areas of semi-natural habitat reinforce this 

perception.  

Å The coast provides a powerful experience of 

exposure to the elements, whether from steep 

vertiginous drops along cliff sections, the sound of 

waves, or during periods of strong southwesterly 

winds or easterly storms.  

Å Away from the waterside settlements with 

harbours, historic cores and areas of moorings, the 

estuaries remain tranquil, remote and wild with 

little sense of human activity or presence.  

Å Dark night skies can be viewed in locations away 

from the intrusive skyglow from the neighbouring 

urban centres. 

Landscape Character Type  Includes; Sparsely Settled Farmed Valley Floors (3C); 

River Valley Slopes and Combes (3G); Estuaries (4A); 

Marine levels and coastal plains (4B); Coastal slopes and 

combes (4D); Cliffs (4H)   
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A variety in the setting to the AONB formed by the marine environment, 

Plymouth City, market and coastal towns, rural South Hams and the southern 

Dartmoor  

Natural Beauty Criteria  Landscape Quality  

Scenic Quality  

Relative Wildness  

Relative Tranquillity  

Natural Heritage Features  

Cultural Heritage  

Rationale  Distinctive characteristics  

Å The setting to the AONB 

provided by surrounding 

areas of land, sea and urban 

settlement together with 

the intervisibility between 

the AONB and these areas 

is of great significance.  

Å Distant views from 

locations within the South 

Devon AONB include 

many significant features 

that are not located within 

the AONB boundary 

 

Å Cities located setting at the ends of the area and 

contrast strongly with the deeply rural nature of the 

AONB itself.  

Å Residents from nearby areas choose to visit the 

AONB in significant numbers throughout the year 

for both leisure and business purposes. The reverse 

is also true with a high dependency of South Devon 

AONB residents for employment opportunities, 

goods and services provided by the neighbouring 

towns and city.  

Å Off-shore rocks and small islands lie outside the 

AONB boundary but make a significant contribution 

to the coastal landscape setting. Å In addition to its 

intervisibility with the AONB, the inshore marine 

environment is strongly linked to the AONB 

through centuries of maritime history, and modern 

day fishing industry, lifeboat services, recreational 

boating and Royal Navy training.  
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Å The inland boundary of the area is mostly not 

marked by a distinct change in scenery and the 

landscape character continues seamlessly into the 

neighbouring countryside.  

 

 

  

Landscape Character Type  Includes all LCTs  
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Port  Arthur  ð case study  of good practice  

 

 

 

I Characteristics of the site  

Port Arthur Historic Site (Port Arthur) (fig. 1) is located in southern part of Tasmania in 

Australia, at Carnarvon Bay. It is one of eleven UNESCO ôpenal sitesõ in Australia, all of 

which were constructed in the 18th and 19th centuries by the British Empire. Port Arthur 

was established in 1830, and had operated until 1877 as a convict site.15  

In 2010, along with the other ten convict sites, Port Arthur obtained UNESCO World 

Heritage status and was inscribed on the World Heritage list under criteria (iv) and (vi) as 

part of the Australian Convict Sites. Port Arthur is listed as one of five of such sites in 

Tasmania, alongside Coal Mines Historic Site, Cascades Female Factory, Darlington 

Probation Station, and Brickendon and Woolmers Estates. The remaining sites are located 

in New South Wales (4), on Norfolk Island (1), and in Western Australia (1).  

However, these eleven sites make up only a miniscule fraction of such places: altogether, 

there were more than 3,000 convict sites on Australian territory,16 demonstrating the 

importance of such places to 18th- and 19th-century Australian history. The eleven UNESCO 

sites were chosen in particular based on key elements that illustrate various ideas of punitive 

measures for convicts during this period of history. Each of the convict sites was designed 

with a particular function; besides the purpose of punishment, forced labour was also 

considered a tool for convict reform.  

 

                                                      
15 Australian Government. Department of Agriculture, Water and the Environment, n.d.-b. 
16 Australian Government, 2008, p. 5. 
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Fig. 1 Port Arthur (blue circle), Isle of the Dead (pink circle) on Admiralty Map no. 1475 (published 

in 1893, and modified by author, Wikimedia Commons).  
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The area of the inscribed site of Port Arthur covers 146.00 hectares, with the buffer zone 

comprising an additional 1216.15 hectares.17 Together, this area encompasses convict 

structures and remains, Carnarvon Bay, and land parcels in a semi-rural area towards the 

inland.  

 

History and development 

The idea of forced migration for criminal offenders goes back to the beginning of the 17th 

century, and was in use not only in Britain, but was practised in other parts of the world as 

well as late as 1938.18  

 

Fig. 2 Individual visitors left their ômarkõ at Port Arthur, a testimony to its use as a historic touristic 

destination (author, 2018). 

 

                                                      
17 Australian Government, 2008, pp. 8, 56. 
18 Australian Government, 2008, p. 43. 
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In a period spanning 80 years until 1868, altogether 166,000 prisoners were sent to Australia, 

sentenced to spend their imprisonment far away from home.19 Many of them were from 

working-class backgrounds in Scotland, Ireland, and England.20 In the early period of 

Australian colonisation, the convicts constituted a large percentage of the people from 

Britain.21 However, convicts from Canada, Bermuda, America, and other British colonies 

were also sent to Australia.22 Only a relatively small number of them were sent to penal 

stations or prison, generally if they had committed a crime during the transport, and it is 

assumed that 20ð30 per cent of the prisoners ended up in this type of confinement during 

their imprisonment.23  

Prior to the establishment of Port Arthur as a convict site, it functioned from 1830 to 1833 

as a timber-getting station.24 Port Arthur served as a prison for male secondary offenders, 

and due to its isolated position and difficult terrain that prevented escape, it has been termed 

a ôprison within a prisonõ. The penal station was designed to be a ôplace of horrorõ where 

prisoners were condemned to strenuous and dangerous physical work and continued 

surveillance.25 Port Arthur penitentiary was intended to be self-sufficient: besides the forced 

work in the dockyards, lime kiln, and quarry, convicts also worked on the government-run 

farm, which provided staples for the site.26 Over time, Port Arthur developed into a 

successful industrial site, with felling, sawing and preparing the timber for shipment.  

Due to the lack of success of this system of confinement, difficulties of rehabilitation, as well 

as an assumed increase of homosexual activity, in 1853 the transport of prisoners came to 

an end in Van Diemenõs Land, as it was initially named, and thus also at Port Arthur. The 

buildings were then employed for other functions: they housed those with mental illnesses, 

paupers, and invalids.27 This use continued until 1877. As soon as the convict site closed 

down, parts of the lands were sold off, and the township Carnarvon was established. New 

buildings were then erected and demolished, and existing ones repurposed: the former 

Asylum was, for instance, re-used as a city hall, and the military barracks employed were for 

tourism or private residences.28 In the 1880s, the site gained importance for touristic and 

recreational purposes, adding to the significance of the place (fig. 2).29 

 

                                                      
19 Barnard, 2016, p. 1. 
20 Barnard, 2016, p. 1. 
21 Barnard, 2016, p. 1. 
22 Australian Government, 2008, p. 43. 
23 Australian Government, 2008, p. 56. 
24 Australian Government, 2008, p. 33. 
25 Australian Government, 2008, p. 56. 
26 Australian Government, 2008, p. 33. 
27 Australian Government. Department of Agriculture, Water and the Environment, n.d.-a. 
28 (Australian Government. Department of Agriculture, Water and the Environment, n.d.-b). For further information of the changing 
function of buildings, see (Tasmanian Heritage Council Tasmanian, 2021). 
29 (Australian Government. Department of Agriculture, Water and the Environment, n.d.-b) 
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Structures  

Altogether, roughly 60 buildings make up the site of Port Arthur.30 Thirty of them were built 

by the convicts themselves.31 They were built in different phases, the majority belonging to 

the period between 1830 and 1853 (fig. 3). 

Fig. 3 Remaining structures at the south-western end of Port Arthur (author, 2018). 

 

The most prominent structure of Port Arthur is the Penitentiary (fig. 4), which stands out 

upon arrival via Carnarvan Bay. This four-storey building housed up to 484 convicts, of which 

roughly one-fourth stayed in separate cells, whilst the remaining slept in berths.32 Only some 

remains have survived of the Prisoner Barracks. This structure accommodated convicts, as 

did the Separate Prison. At Port Arthur, pronounced corporal punishment persisted until 

1848, after which point punishment began to take place solely in psychological form: the 

Separate Prison was erected for precisely that purpose.33  

                                                      
30 (Australian Government. Department of Agriculture, Water and the Environment, n.d.-a) 
31 (Australian Government, 2008, p. 33) 
32 (Australian Government, 2008, p. 33) 
33 (Australian Government, 2008, p. 56) 
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Fig. 4 The Penitentiary is an impressive building and easily discernible from land and sea (author, 

2018). 

 

The Separate Prison exemplified the emerging idea that punishment should take the form of 

solitary confinement for unresponsive prisoners. It was built between 1848 and 1852, and 

ran from 1852 to 1877.34 Distributed across three corridors were 50 cells, in addition to 12 

yards designed for exercise, and two cells designated for additional punishment.35 The sense 

of solitary confinement was yet increased by diminishing the sounds prisoners could hear: 

soft padding was placed under shoes to lessen the sound of footsteps, and they were 

forbidden to speak. Communication between prisoners was prevented (fig. 5), and convicts 

wore a mask with eyeholes covering their face when they moved inside the prison.36 Even 

the chapel inside the Separate Prison was designed to prevent visual and physical contact 

between prisoners, as the pews were separated into individual berths (fig. 6).37 This prison 

followed the Philadelphian system of confinement, in which the prisoner is believed to reflect 

                                                      
34 (Australian Government. Department of Agriculture, Water and the Environment, n.d.-b), (Australian Government, 2008, p. 56)  
35 (Australian Government, 2008, p. 33) 
36 (Australian Government, 2008, p. 97) 
37 (Australian Government, 2008, p. 33) 
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upon his/her sins, feel penitence, and thus find God through the isolation of him/her from 

the other prisoners. 

 

Fig. 5 To minimise communication between prisoners, the exercise yards were designed for the use 

of one prisoner only, whilst surveillance of a prisoner could be guaranteed (author, 2018).  

 

The Point Puer establishment is located at the eastern point of the Carnarvon Bay, and was 

designed for the confinement of young boys between the ages of 9 and 18. It ran from 1834 

until 1849.38 Through basic education, religious and moral training, as well as training in skills 

for a trade, it was believed that these young men could be reintegrated into society.39 The 

Isle of the Dead (figs. 1 and  7) lies within the Carnarvon Bay, to the north of Point Puer, where 

circa 1,000 people are buried, with the graves of convicts separated from those of the military and 

civilians; of these, 88 headstones have survived.40 

 

                                                      
38 (Australian Government, 2008, p. 56) 
39 (Australian Government, 2008, p. 56) 
40 (Australian Government, 2008, p. 33) 
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Fig. 6 Individual booths in the chapel inside the Separate Prison ensured that communication 

between prisoners was hindered (author, 2018). 
 

A prominent position is also held by the Church (fig.8), which, along with the Parsonage and 

the structures for the Visiting Chaplain and Magistrate, are located above the area destined 

for the convicts.41 In their proximity lie the Accountant and Government Cottage and the 

Junior Medical Office. Opposite of these structures are those designated and associated 

(mostly) with the military and surveillance: the Guard Tower, Watchmenõs and Officersõ 

Quarters, the houses of the Commandant and the Senior Military Officer, as well as the 

Military Barracks and the Law Courts.42  

Later additions include the Port Arthur Asylum, which was built for people with mental 

illnesses in 1868.  

                                                      
41 Australian Government, 2008, p. 33. 
42 Australian Government, 2008, p. 33. 
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Fig. 7 The Isle of the Dead is located at the north-western side of Carnarvon Bay (author, 2018). 

 

 

Fig. 8 The Church is set within a stunning landscape (author, 2018). 
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The areas dedicated to forced labour are the Lime Kiln, Dockyard, Dairy, Clerk of Worksõ 

House, Quarry, Government Farm, Sawpits and Workshops, and the Master Shipwrightõs 

House.43 

 

Values 

As with every World Heritage site, criteria are identified which define the siteõs Outstanding Universal 

Value (OUV). It is the aim to preserve these qualities, and all changes to the site need to be designed 

in such a manner that they will not impact these values.  

 

The inscription criterion (iv) states that the 

ô[.] Australian convict sites constitute an outstanding example of the way in which 

conventional forced labour and national prison systems were transformed, in major 

European nations in the 18th and 19th centuries, into a system of deportation and forced 

labour forming part of the British Empireõs vast colonial project. They illustrate the variety 

of the creation of penal colonies to serve the many material needs created by the 

development of a new territory. They bear witness to a penitentiary system which had 

many objectives, ranging from severe punishment used as a deterrent to forced labour 

for men, women, and children, and the rehabilitation of the convicts through labour and 

discipline.õ44 

 

Whilst criterion (iv) is relevant as the 

ô[.] transportation of criminals, delinquents, and political prisoners to colonial lands by 

the great nation states between the 18th and 20th centuries is an important aspect of 

human history, especially with regard to its penal, political, and colonial dimensions. The 

Australian convict settlements provide a particularly complete example of this history 

and the associated symbolic values derived from discussions in modern and 

contemporary European society. They illustrate an active phase in the occupation of 

colonial lands to the detriment of the Aboriginal peoples, and the process of creating a 

colonial population of European origin through the dialectic of punishment and 

                                                      
43 Australian Government, 2008, p. 33. 
44 UNESCO World Heritage Centre, n.d.-a, see also Australian Government, 2008, p. 73. 
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transportation followed by forced labour and social rehabilitation to the eventual social 

integration of convicts as settlers.õ45 

As shown above, the significance of Port Arthur is shown on different levels: for one, the 

site is a sign of Britainõs influence and demonstration of power across even the most remote 

territories.46 Convicts were exploited in terms of their work force, skill, and expertise for 

Britainõs expansionistic desire to conquer and shape the colonies.47 The products and goods 

that the convicts created, such as clothes, shoes, milled timber, ironmongery, or flour were 

shipped to Britain or consumed within the colony itself.48 Secondly, the criminal ôelementsõ 

could be removed from Britain by forced transport, preventing them from tainting the 

morality of the rest of society. Thirdly, the site fostered the development of attitudes 

towards criminals, their punishment, and rehabilitation.  

Within the history of convict sites altogether, Port Arthur plays a significant role insofar as 

it reflected the approach of the time toward punitive sentences, in which the convicts were 

to be reformed through work, education, religion, and isolation, rather than by physical 

punishments.49 The surveillance of convicts was augmented by the strategic location of Port 

Arthur, as a somewhat ôopen-air panopticonõ in which the only escape route over land was 

guarded with the help of dogs, and communication between watchmen was facilitated by a 

system of semaphore signals.50 

As argued by the ICOMOS Burra Charter, the values of a place span its aesthetic, historical, 

scientific, spiritual, and social values, which together make up its cultural significance. Other 

values of Port Arthur include its heritage, scientific, aesthetic, technical, social special 

associations, and Indigenous values. A few examples will now be outlined here. Beyond its 

use as a convict site, Port Arthur has other significant structures and periods, such as its 

Soldiersõ Memorial Avenue of 1919, the structures built and linked to the period when 

Carnarvon was established, as well as the tragic event of the mass murder on 28 April 1996, 

which contributed to a modification of national gun laws in Australia.51 Technical values can 

be found, for example, in the Lempri¯reõs tidal benchmark installed on the Isle of the Dead, 

which in alignment with historic documents provides a contribution to climate research.52 

Although this may appear somewhat paradoxical and unethical considering its dark history, 

aesthetic values can also be found in the picturesque setting of the site, which has been 

acknowledged by painters and writers from the time of the convict period, and thereafter 

(fig. 9).53 The scientific values of the site are, for instance, the development of archaeological 

                                                      
45 UNESCO World Heritage Centre, n.d.-a, see also Australian Government, 2008, p. 74. 
46 Australian Government, 2008, p. 33. 
47 Australian Government, 2008, p. 77. 
48 Australian Government, 2008, p. 79. 
49 Australian Government. Department of Agriculture, Water and the Environment, n.d.-b. 
50 Australian Government, 2008, p. 94. 
51 Port Arthur Historic Site, n.d.  
52 Port Arthur Historic Site, n.d. For further values see https://portarthur.org.au/heritage-management/heritage-values/ 
53 Port Arthur Historic Site, n.d.  
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methods, which have later served as the basis for the strategies employed in Australia for 

archaeological method and theory.54 

 

Fig. 9 One of the images published in the novel ôThe Kip Brothersõ by Jules Verne in 1902, showing 

Port Arthur (M. e. E. Morris / Jules Verne, Wikimedia Commons). 

 

The social values lie in the siteõs nation-building value, as a place that is connected to the 

identity of the descendants of convicts, but also to the soldiers fallen in WWI, and as one of 

the iconic sites of the convict past. The Indigenous values lie in the landscape of Port Arthur, 

which has experienced little change since the arrival of the colonists. In addition, several 

Indigenous sites are located in proximity to Port Arthur, and it is suggested that an 

Indigenous person is buried at the Isle of the Dead.55 Further values identified at Port Arthur 

are its special association values: this refers to the association with particular people who 

                                                      
54 Godden Mackay Logan Pty Ltd et al., 2008, p. 63. Further explications on the individual values can be consulted earlier in this 
publication. 
55 Port Arthur Historic Site, n.d.  
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are important to the history of Port Arthur, including convicts, reformers, administrators, 

or artists.56 

The rarity of the site lies in several of the siteõs features: one of them is the Dockyard, which 

demonstrates the importance of convict labour for the creation of infrastructure and ships.57 

This is demonstrated, for instance, through the layout of the site and the location of 

individual structures that reflects an intentional and purposeful design with the aim of 

creating a functional and hierarchical convict site.58  

However, the Convict Sites carry many more values than those for which they were listed, and 

different values are more salient to certain communities. In 2007, the records compiled and archived 

on the convicts were put on UNESCO Memory of the World Register as intangible heritage.59 

 

Integrity  

As a serial listing,60 the Convict Sites need to demonstrate their integrity by possessing the significant 

elements that jointly make up the OUV.  

The elements identified for fulfilling criterion (iv) are:  

- ôExpanding geo-political spheres of influence 

- Punishment and deterrence 

- Reformation of convictsõ61 

At Port Arthur, all of these elements are present. 

 

Criterion (vi) is characterised by thematic elements that demonstrate 

- ôPenal transportation as dominant model 

- Shift in the punishment of crime [influenced by Enlightenment] in modern era from punishing 

the body to psychological punishment  

                                                      
56 Godden Mackay Logan Pty Ltd et al., 2008, p. 65. 
57 Godden Mackay Logan Pty Ltd et al., 2008, p. 66. 
58 Godden Mackay Logan Pty Ltd et al., 2008, p. 66. 
59 Australian Government, 2008, p. 76. 
60 According to the UNESCO Guidelines for the Preparation of Serial Nominations to the World Heritage ListΥ ΨA serial nomination is 
any nomination which consists of two or more unconnected areas. A single World Heritage nomination may contain a series of 
cultural and/or natural properties in different geographical locations, provided that they are related because they belong to: (i) the 
same historico-cultural group; (ii) the same type of property which is characteristic of the geographical zone; or (iii) the same 
geological, geomorphological formation, the same biogeographic province, or the same ecosystem type, and provided that it is the 
ǎŜǊƛŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ƴƻǘ ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊƛƭȅ ŜŀŎƘ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ ŎƻƳǇƻƴŜƴǘǎ ǘŀƪŜƴ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭƭȅΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ ƻŦ ƻǳǘǎǘŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǳƴƛǾŜǊǎŀƭ ǾŀƭǳŜΦΩ (UNESCO World 
Heritage Centre, n.d.b). 
61 Australian Government, 2008, p. 73.  
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- Influence on emergence of national penitentiary systemõ62 

Only the second element is reflected at Port Arthur with the Separate Prison, the Point Puer and its 

physical isolation from the remaining convict site, as well as the ôôopen-airó panopticonõ.63 

The sites are intact and are preserved in their entirety, and the boundaries correspond to the 

historical areas, which also encompass the landscape.64 The fabric of the place is partially intact, 

parts of buildings are in ruins, whilst others have completely vanished. The fabric of the site is 

partially in very good condition and partially decaying. As it is located close to the sea, the high 

humidity threatens the fabric, especially the salts, and tides and flooding occur occasionally. Fires 

have also had a damaging effect on the site (most notably in 1895 and 1897).65 

 

Authenticity  

The Convict Sites are in compliance with the requirements of possessing authenticity, as defined by 

the Nara Document and most importantly by the UNESCO Operational Guidelines. At Port Arthur, 

authenticity is also proven by its building fabric as well as design, and through the retention of its 

form.66 Reconstructions, or the indications of the outlines of buildings, were carried out in such a 

manner to be easily distinguished from the historic building material and to maintain the authenticity 

of the building fabric (figs. 10 and 11). Minor conservation work involved the use of traditional 

materials and techniques in accordance with contemporary conservation principles.67 

 

                                                      
62 Australian Government, 2008, p. 74. 
63 Australian Government, 2008, p. 74. 
64 Australian Government, 2008, p. 117. 
65 Australian Government, 2008, p. 118. 
66 Australian Government, 2008, p. 118. 
67 Australian Government, 2008, p. 119. 
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Figs. 10 and 11 Interior structures at the Penitentiary: contemporary building materials were 

employed for partial reconstruction/site interpretation purposes to make them easily 

distinguishable from the historic fabric (author, 2018). 








































































































































































