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1. Definition - what is 

wild land?

2. Identification - where 

is it?

3. Recognition - by 

who?

Scottish Natural Heritage
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1.  What is wild land?
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SNH’s approach to Wild Land Areas

• WLAs are not wilderness – they reflect individual 

experience and perception

• They are considered within a Scottish and UK 

context

• They provide wider benefits (ecosystem services) 

and are important to local and national economies
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Wildness?

Physical attributes Perceptual responses

• Perceived Naturalness

• Lack of modern artifacts or structures

• Little evidence of contemporary land uses

• Rugged / physically challenging terrain

• Remoteness or inaccessibility

• Sense of sanctuary or solitude

• Sense of risk, awe or anxiety

• Arresting or inspiring qualities

• Physically challenging
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2.  Where is wild land?
2002 – SNH search Areas 

2008 – Cairngorms NP

2011 – L.Lomond & Trossachs NP 

2012 – SNH relative wildness

2013 – SNH CAWLs

2014 – SNH WLAs
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• Perceived 

naturalness

• Lack of modern 

artifacts or structures

• Little evidence of 

contemporary land 

uses

• Rugged / physically 

challenging terrain

• Remoteness or 

inaccessibility

Mapping wild land

Phase 3Phase 2Phase 1
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Phase I – Mapping relative wildness                                                         
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A high degree of 

perceived 

naturalness in the 

setting, especially in 

its vegetation cover 

and wildlife, and in 

the natural processes 

affecting the land… 
and … little evidence 

of contemporary 

human land uses of 

the land.

1. Naturalness
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Landform which is 

rugged, or otherwise 

physically challenging

2. Ruggedness
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Remoteness and / 

or inaccessibility

3. Remoteness
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The lack of any 

modern artefacts or 

structures

4. Lack of built 

modern artefacts
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Combination of all 
four layers equally 
weighted

5.  Relative Wildness
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Phase II – Identifying potential areas

ii) Identify size threshold

iii) How extensive?

i) Identify natural breaks in data 
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Phase III – selection 

and delineation

• GIS informing, not 

determining, results

• Informed judgement to 

select areas

• Desk based definition of 

boundaries

• recognisable features

• exclude detractors at the 

edge
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Other wildness 

mapping 

projects
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• 42 Wild Land Areas

➢1.5 million ha

➢19.5% of Scotland

➢ northern/Highland focus

• 4,110ha – 157,225 ha
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WLA  

descriptions
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Wild land quality

Physical attributes

Perceptual qualities

An awe-inspiring simplicity of landscape at the 

broad scale, with a strong horizontal emphasis, 

‘wide skies’ and few foci 

At the broad level, this WLA comprises mainly flat, 

gently sloping or undulating peatland with simple 

vegetation cover. Given the large extent over which 

this occurs, this creates an image of extreme 

simplicity and openness which results in a strong 

sense of awe. The openness of the landscape means 

it is very exposed and views of ‘wide skies’ and 

dynamic weather conditions emphasise the 

naturalness of the landscape, whilst also increasing 

the perceived sense of risk. 
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Scotland’s areas of wild land should be protected
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3.  Recognition – by who?
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1. Scotland’s not that wild?

SG National Performance Framework 2018

Vision – “We see our natural landscape and wilderness as 

essential to our identity and way of life…..”
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• > 1 million acres (405,000 ha)

• roadless, lacking permanent habitation/structures 

(McCloskey and Spalding, 1989)
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(Wildland Research Institute)

WQI based on:

• distance from road / railway

• population density

• land use

• terrain ruggedness

Blue areas - top 10% 



Scottish Natural Heritage  Dualchas Nàdair na h-Alba 

Wild within a Scottish & UK 

context

(JMT / Wildland Research Institute)
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1. Its not that wild?

2. Ignores past and present use?
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1. Its not that wild?

2. Ignores past & present use?

3. Its all too subjective?

“One man’s wilderness is 

another’s roadside picnic 

ground.” (Nash, 1982)
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1. Its not that wild?

2. Ignores past and 

present use?

3. Its all too subjective?

4. Wasteland or asset?

• Intrinsic quality

• Refuge for nature

• Health & well-being

• Economic benefit

• Environmental services

• National & international 

identity
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Questions?


