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Summary 
 

Landscapes are fascinating. They mean so much to all of us, yet from one person to the next 

the definition and description of a landscape can vary greatly. For some people, a landscape 

will be everything natural and human interacting to shape the land and with that the culture of 

people who live there. For others, a landscape will only exist where there is minimal human 

impact, and landscapes must therefore be ‘beautiful’, ‘pristine’ (which in itself is very 

subjective). For some, a landscape will be something that is seen from a viewpoint, whilst for 

others it is something that is felt, individually and / or collectively. 

Are any of those perceptions more valid than others? When I started this study, I thought the 

‘right’ way to approach landscapes and to manage them was through an integrated lens: 

landscapes for me were everything there is and was and will be. ‘My’ landscape was a blend 

of childhood memories in the deep forests, roaring economic activity down in the valley, and 

everything in between. I thought if everyone saw it like me, we could manage it better. My goal 

was to find a way to make that happen. 

With this study I was therefore hoping to find out what lies behind protected area staff 

perceptions of landscapes and landscape approaches, in order to come up with a framework 

– a standard way for protected areas across Europe to apply an integrated, holistic 

management approach to their precious landscapes.  

The study was supposed to bring me on a journey across four countries in Europe to uncover 

landscape perceptions. The global situation from 2020 onwards meant that I only got to visit 

one country (Italy) besides my home country (France), and the rest was conducted over 

‘Zoom’, but this piece of work has nonetheless been for me a metaphorical journey: a journey 

of questioning and learning, of feeling inspired by you people who care for those special places 

we call ‘protected landscapes’.  

This study is not a review of existing landscape approaches nor a review of theoretical models. 

The data I collected is a sample, resolutely practical, of what people in protected areas think 

about landscapes. It is asking important questions to those people who are in the position to 

shape the future of our most cherished landscapes in Europe. It is an invitation to pause and 

reflect on what we manage and care for. 

With carefully crafted interviews, with 19 people in 7 different protected areas across France, 

Italy, Germany, and the United Kingdom, as well as a short online survey to over 40 people, I 

set out to uncover what landscapes were really all about. I found that there are as many 

landscapes as there are people. Each individual perception is a blend of many factors 
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interplaying differently from one person to the next: what we like and care about, what we have 

lived, our aspirations for the future, our knowledge of a place (its history, its biology, its 

geology, etc.), our knowledge and appreciation of other places outside of it, and importantly 

our philosophical view on where humans fit in all of this! 

What would become of my idea of a standardised framework to approach landscapes? I 

moved away from this initial goal and instead realised that the exercise I had conducted could 

be the basis for a methodology to enable protected area teams (and their partners) to ‘have 

the conversation’. Indeed, what I found is that people working in protected areas rarely get 

opportunities and time to stop and reflect on the bigger picture. Yet I feel this is hugely 

important in order for us to be able to tackle the enormous challenges we face (climate change, 

biodiversity loss, inequality of access to green spaces, and many others, ...). Landscape is 

indeed a concept which is intimately linked with the way we manage those places we cherish, 

today and for the future. Making these places resilient, accessible without harming them, is a 

key consideration when it comes to landscapes. 

‘Have the conversation’ thus means first with yourself, to reflect and sometimes to even realise 

what landscape means for you. Importantly however, we need to have that conversation 

collectively. Indeed, I have found through this research that perceptions of landscapes vary 

enormously even within teams of protected area staff working closely together. They are not 

in contradiction, but they are different and call for different approaches to managing those 

places. To enhance local delivery, I therefore believe it is vital to enable this conversation 

within protected areas teams and with their close partners. We can only solve the complex 

challenges we face if we understand each other’s perceptions of landscapes and behind that, 

the reasons why we do the work we do. 

This study has therefore brought me to develop a methodology to enable protected area teams 

to uncover variations in landscape perceptions, and what it means for their protected area 

management. My goal now is to refine this methodology and make it more consistent so that 

I can use it to empower protected landscapes across Europe to have these important 

conversations. There are as many landscapes as there are people and their strength comes 

from the fact that they come together to care for those landscapes and to bring a common 

vision forward. Protected areas are only as strong as the people who work to protect them. 

This is not an academic paper. It is a think piece asking big questions. It is a eulogy to 

protected landscapes and the power they hold within them, to show the sustainable way 

forward and set the bar high. Ultimately, it is also a plea to resource them better, to believe in 

their potential and to enable them to fulfil what they were designed for: to bring people 

together, connect them to nature, and sustain liveable places.  
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Introduction 

The premise to this study 

Protected landscapes or protected areas? They refer to the same entities (designated places 

broadly encompassing nature reserves, regional and national parks, with variations across 

Europe), but many prefer using the former, a more evocative term for what we, professionals 

of this sector, care so deeply about… and yet, ask one person what they think a landscape is, 

then ask another: their answers will surely be different.  

Why is that, and how can we protect landscapes when we all potentially mean different things? 

Shouldn’t we all agree on a definition? Is the way I define ‘landscape’ more correct than the 

way others perceive it? And which approach will take us closer to tackling complex challenges 

and achieving sustainable development in those precious places? 

The European Landscape Convention defines the transdisciplinary aspect of ‘landscapes’, 

bringing together ecology (conservation, ecosystem services, etc.), economy (growth vs. 

sustainability, employment, public spending, etc.) and sociology (notably well-being, but also 

elements of culture and history). Building from that, landscape approaches encompass socio-

cultural, economic, and environmental processes managed towards sustainable development. 

This was my starting point for this study. I was convinced landscape approaches were the key 

to our future as protected area managers and staff.  

Literature on the topic of landscape approaches is rather scarce, or rather not easily found 

through a simple ‘landscape approach’ search on Google. With some time I found a thorough 

review of landscape approaches (Arts, et al., 2017), which concluded that there was not one, 

but many landscape approaches. In fact, as many approaches as there are scientific 

disciplines referring to landscapes (planning, ecology, economy, sociology, political science, 

and many more). Scientists from various disciplines (combined or not) have devised 

theoretical models to support landscape approaches. The World Wide Fund For Nature also 

presents interesting and valuable guidance on the landscape approach (World Wide Fund For 

Nature, 2016) involving protected areas, but their potential involvement feels rather 

impersonal. In the literature I have read, I have struggled to find what role could protected 

landscapes play in all of that (although I recognise, I surely could have read even more).  

Yet I know protected areas have an absolutely central role to play. As specialists of nature 

conservation and local engagement, they represent a substantial pool of knowledge. Many of 

them are also at the forefront of research and practice in many different areas of work and in 
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a very good position to define the relationships between natural, economic, and social 

processes and thus to lead on a landscape approach in their local areas. 

Finally, one model caught my attention: the T-shaped professional (Arts, et al., 2017). 

Professionals managing landscapes need not only their expertise, but also various personal 

competencies, allowing them to bridge the gap with other disciplines, to understand complex 

landscape management problems, to handle conflicts, etc. Yes, this is fundamental. I have 

seen first-hand what fantastic results developing such competencies can bring, having 

participated in the Competent Inclusive Communications course elaborated by the 

EUROPARC Federation (EUROPARC Federation, 2021). This is also what my colleagues in 

the United Kingdom have worked on tirelessly for many years, implementing psychometric 

profiling and coaching methods with protected area staff to enable better collaboration 

(NAAONB, 2021). There is no doubt that this approach is the one that will take us forward as 

a sector.  

Yet the question remained for me: what exactly are we managing?  

Just a little over two years have passed since I first wrote my application for this scholarship. 

Then, I had been working in the environmental sector for only 8 months. I have grown 

professionally and personally but my ambition remains the same: to become a landscape 

specialist and help protected areas enhance their local delivery through the concept of 

landscape. 

As highlighted above, I did not really know what it meant in practice then. Now with more 

experience and importantly through conducting this study, I have uncovered what I can do to 

support protected areas, local organisations, and communities in managing their landscapes 

for sustainable development, and what it might mean for them. Although I could not visit all 

the places I had planned to because of the global sanitary situation, I can say this study has 

nonetheless been a fantastic journey. 

  

https://www.europarc.org/tools-and-training/life-e-natura2000-edu/
https://landscapesforlife.org.uk/projects/future-landscapes/FL-Overview
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The objective 

My initial goal when I applied for the scholarship was to develop a framework for landscape 

approaches, replicable in different regions, based on the understanding of ‘landscape’ and 

‘landscape approach’ perceptions across Europe. The hypothesis was that some cultures 

(national, local, or organisational) might naturally bring stakeholders together to collaborate to 

deliver integrated landscape management, whilst others might initiate this approach after a 

change in legislation or institutions. 

This objective has evolved as I carried out my interviews and analysed my results. As you will 

see in the analysis, I have moved away from defining a framework, and instead felt a more 

useful approach was to propose an overall model and methodology to capture the variety of 

perceptions around landscapes and how we manage them. 

This is not an academic research, it is not exhaustive, and it is not perfect. Instead, it is an 

invitation, a short study asking important questions to people who are in the position to shape 

the future of some of our most cherished landscapes in Europe. 

The method 

The guiding principle in deciding which protected areas to visit (albeit virtually!) and who to 

interview was variety. By asking a variety of people from a variety of places (and countries) 

what they thought landscapes were, I was hoping to find some answers about landscape 

perceptions.  

Here are the areas I planned to visit and the reasons why I included them in my application: 

• Where I grew up (Isère, France): There is a strong sense of place and dynamic 

collaboration here. For example, artisan products from protected areas have a marked 

presence in most convenience stores and supermarkets. Also, the local economy is 

heavily dependent on mountain tourism (notably winter sports), and protected areas 

are at the heart of this important source of activity.  

• Tuscany, Italy: The first region to set up a regional landscape plan1 in 2014 after a 

change in national legislation. I thought this might have some significance. Tuscany is 

also set between land and sea, renowned for its quality of life and vineyards, 

dependent on tourism, but also dependent on various land-related industries such as 

mining. This makes for very distinctive protected areas: 2 regional and 2 national parks 

and many periurban and rural nature reserves. 

 
1 A regional landscape plan is a planning tool at the regional level, which gives orientations for local 
planning and territorial development, with ambitions in terms of landscape and their quality. 
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• Herford County, Germany:  It is made up of 41 small nature reserves (natural and man-

made habitats) of an average size of 40 hectares. There are no national nor regional 

parks in the wider area, notably due to the historic layout of human settlements. This 

brings variety to the overall study, by looking at the perceptions of smaller protected 

areas when it comes to their consideration in the landscape. 

• United Kingdom: This is where I have developed as an early environmental 

professional. I have a deeper understanding of the current perceptions and practices 

there, as well as the legislation. Yet I cannot simply state what ‘landscape’ means for 

British professionals working in protected areas. 

Each protected area included in this study is presented in the next section. 

After conducting some desk research I elaborated an interview guide to uncover what I felt 

were key elements in understanding landscape perceptions. These were: 

1. Emerging landscape definition 

2. Impact of language / culture 

3. Composition of a landscape / coherence of several landscapes 

4. Perception of landscape fluidity / continuity 

5. Protected area role in relation to landscape management 

6. Translation of these varied perceptions into practical management 

7. Aspirations and blockages around landscape management 

The plan was to visit each protected landscape in order to interview staff from various 

specialties, as well as elected representatives or supporting bodies (depending on the local 

governance). Naturally, this transformed into conducting virtual interviews for most places, 

although I was lucky enough to be able to visit protected areas in Italy, as well as, of course, 

those close to where I live in France. 

I also devised a short questionnaire covering some of the above elements, in order to survey 

a larger population of protected area staff.  

The results I would get from these interviews and surveys were completely unexpected and I 

did not attempt to develop a methodology to analyse them until all interviews were conducted 

(between July and December 2020). The methodology is thus further defined in the ‘Analysis’ 

section of this report.   
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Short descriptions of protected areas in this study 

 

  

Parc Naturel Régional du Vercors 

1970; 2,062 km2  

Auvergne Rhône-Alpes Region, France  

53,000 inhabitants 

https://www.parc-du-vercors.fr/ 

 

 

The Vercors is a very vertical mountain range, rich in biodiversity and culture, with an important 

nature reserve at its core and many N2000 sites, as well as several designations for artisanal 

products and native breeds (cattle, horse, poultry). The Park overlooks three major urban areas 

and attracts many visitors year-round for its outdoor activities. 

The operational team is made up of around 50 people. The governance also involves a committee 

of elected representatives (116 members) from all 83 municipalities as well as department- and 

regional levels, who then select 35 board members for ongoing strategic decision-making.  

 

This is where I spent most winters growing up – for me, it represents both adventure and 

tranquillity. 

 

© Marie Micol 

https://www.parc-du-vercors.fr/
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Parc Naturel Régional de Chartreuse 

1995; 865 km2  

Auvergne Rhône-Alpes Region, France  

171,173  inhabitants 

https://www.parc-chartreuse.net/ 

 

 

The Chartreuse was shaped over 1,000 years by the order of the Chartreux, the monks who 

found there an isolated and quiet place in the mountains for their religious calling, as well as dense 

forests to use for economic exploitation. The timber is now designated for its high quality and the 

monks also still to this day produce a famous, 400-year-old plant-based liquor (the Chartreuse). 

Its remarkable geology also gives it very diversified habitats and rich biodiversity. 

The operational team is made up of around 30 people, and the governance is the same as the 

Parc Naturel Regional du Vercors: a committee of elected representatives from all municipalities, 

department- and regional levels, and a selection of board members for ongoing decision-making. 

 

The Chartreuse is where I was born, and where I live today. There is something unique and 

magical about this place: the smell of the forests, the majestic gorges and towering summits, the 

elusive presence of the lynx…  

 

Dorset Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty 

1961; 1,129 km2 

Dorset, England, United Kingdom 

74,600 inhabitants 

https://www.dorsetaonb.org.uk/ 

 

 

Dorset Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB) is made up of both coastlines and 

countryside. The geology, ecology and scenery have inspired generations of poets, authors, and 

artists, as well as scientists, giving the AONB a rich cultural heritage. With growing urban 

populations surrounding the area, leisure and recreation are important activities in the AONB, but 

agriculture remains a dominant land use. The marine environment is also important for the area 

as its management can have an impact inland. The AONB is also home to a portion of the Jurassic 

Coast, England’s only UNESCO natural World Heritage Site, and a major area for geology and 

fossils. 

The operational team is made up of 7 people and is guided by the AONB Partnership, made up 

of representatives from local authorities, landowners, businesses, environment groups, and various 

government agencies.  

 

Due to COVID restrictions I unfortunately did not get to visit Dorset AONB. However, I had the 

chance to work on an ad hoc basis with some members of the team on national AONB projects 

over the past few years. They struck me as strongly committed, creative, and genuinely 

collaborative! 

© Marie Micol 

© Owen Vachell 
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Pembrokeshire Coast National Park 

1952; 615 km2 

Pembrokeshire, Wales, United Kingdom 

22,350 inhabitants 

https://www.pembrokeshirecoast.wales/ 

 

 

This oddly shaped national park embraces the coastline, being about 16km wide at its widest 

point and 100m at its narrowest. It is famous for its coastal landscapes and beaches, but also 

boasts a wide range of high-quality habitats and rare species. It is also rich in its cultural 

heritage, with important castles and forts and many other scheduled monuments. 

The team managing the park has around 150 people, supported by a committee of 18 members, 

12 of whom are nominated by Pembrokeshire County Council and the remaining 6 appointed by 

the Welsh government. All together, they form the National Park Authority. 

 

I visited Pembrokeshire Coast National Park years ago, before I started my career working with 

AONBs. Although the Park is small, I remember very varied landscapes and a sense of 

adventure at the edge of Wales (notably a wonderful kayaking trip along the coastline!). 

Kreis Herford 

N/A; 449,95 km2 (nature reserves 17 km2) 

Nordrhein-Westfalen, Germany 

250,547 inhabitants 

See 'Naturschutzgebiete' on their website 

 

NB: ‘Kreis’ in German means district, county. 

 

There are 41 nature reserves in the Kreis Herford, totalling approximately 17km2 (3.8% of the total 

area). Their average size is 41 hectares, and the largest one is 220 hectares. Most of these areas 

are protected for their rich biodiversity: species-rich wet grasslands, managed woodlands, 

brook valleys and floodplains. A ‘typical’ view of the district is therefore made of soft rolling hills 

and creeks, with many agricultural lands and dotted with small woodlands and meadows, with 

rather dense settlements. 

The nature reserves are managed by the nature conservation authority within the Kreis 

Herford, forming a small team of about 10 people. They are supported in their work by the 

Biologische Station Ravensberg, a private association founded by nature conservation NGOs, 

farmer associations and the Kreis Herford, focusing mainly on the practical care of those protected 

places and their ecological monitoring.  

 

I did not get to visit the area due to COVID restrictions, but the Kreis Herford is actually twinned 

with my hometown in France (Voiron), so I am sure I will visit at some point! 

 

© Marie Micol 

© Pierre Micol 

https://www.kreis-herford.de/UND-BEWEGEN/Umwelt-Natur-und-Klima-sch%C3%BCtzen-Abfall-entsorgen/Naturschutz-gebiete
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Parco Nazionale Appennino Tosco-Emiliano 

2001; 228 km2 

Toscana / Emilia-Romagna, Italy  

40,000 inhabitants 

http://www.parcoappennino.it/ 

 

 

The National Park is located where continental Europe meets the Mediterranean climate and 

this dualism is reflected in the landscapes and the cultures of its Northern and Southern sides. 

This is what makes it such a diverse place, both in terms of biodiversity and cultural heritage. 

Spectacular hikes, ancient villages, pastures for the Parmesan cheese, age-old woodlands…. From 

the highest peaks you can see the Alps as well as the sea. 

The team managing the Park is made of around 10 people, with a governance structure 

including a President, a Board for strategic decisions, a Committee for financial management, and 

an Assembly made up of representatives from local and provincial public administrations. Since 

2015 the National Park is also in charge of the UNESCO ‘Man and the Biosphere’ reserve 

embracing an area of 223,229 km2 all around the Park, reasserting sustainable development 

(maintaining mountainous agriculture), sustainable tourism and environmental protection as 

cornerstones for the area. 

I was lucky enough to visit the Park in 2020 – we were mesmerised upon arrival by the Pietra di 

Bismantova, a majestic, sacred mountain and a fantastic panoramic viewpoint over the Park! 

Complesso Agro-Forestale Giogo Casaglia 

N/A; 62.4 km2 

Toscana, Italy  

Very low density, mainly small villages 

http://www.parcoappennino.it/ 

 

 

Giogo Casaglia is characterised by medium-altitude mountains (~1,000 meters) carved by water, 

creating canyons and valleys rich in woodlands (approximately 75% of the Park) and pastures. 

For administrative and legislative reasons, the Giogo Casaglia complex is not yet designated as 

regional or national park, but it is however a state-owned area benefitting from legislative 

protection and notably hosting many N2000 sites. The ambition is very much to protect and 

enhance its precious landscapes and cultural heritage. It is accessible by car within less than 2 

hours from Florence, a major urban area, and is therefore very popular for recreation and 

outdoor sports. 

The operational team managing Giogo Casaglia is very small and supported by technical 

operators. The team is hosted by the Unione Montana dei Comuni del Mugello, a federation of 

municipalities covering the park area and beyond.  

I only managed a short stop at Giogo Casaglia during my tour in Italy in 2020, but I got to wander 

through the sinuous roads to reach a pass overlooking the mountains and forests. Such a 

peaceful place so close to a large urban area. 

© Marie Micol 

Complesso Agro-
Forestale  

Giogo Casaglia 

© Marie Micol 
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Parco Nazionale Foreste Casentinesi, Monte  

Falterona e Campigna 

1993; 368.43 km2 

Toscana / Emilia-Romagna, Italy  

2,000 inhabitants 

http://www.parcoappennino.it/ 

 

 

 

The National Park is characterised by high mountains and deep forests, which are some of the 

most precious in Europe for their biodiversity and scenic beauty. At its heart lies the ‘Riserva 

Naturale Integrale di Sasso Fratino’ (a nature reserve where no human impact is allowed), instituted 

in 1959 to protect these ancient forests. The entire Park is rich in varied flora and fauna which the 

team works to protect. 

The team managing the park is made up of 15 people, with a similar governance as the other 

National Park I visited in Italy: a President, a Board for strategic decision, a Committee for 

financial monitoring, and an Assembly of representatives from the various public authorities 

within the Park. 

 

When I visited, I accessed the National Park via a long, sinuous road, with no GPS signal, 

thunderstorms roaring and forests all around me. I then reached the small town of Pratovecchio 

where their office is, just on the edge of the Park. It felt like I had arrived in some sort of sacred 

place, where humans fell silent to let nature express itself. The next day, the weather cleared up 

and this feeling was confirmed as I admired vistas of endless forests in every direction. 

© Marie Micol 
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Analysis 

Developing a methodology 

I conducted a total of 15 interviews with 19 people – most interviews were individual, but I also 

experimented with group interviews in two places. A total of 44 people answered my online 

questionnaire (anonymously), from four protected areas. Although a few people I interviewed 

also answered the questionnaire, I have surveyed about 60 people overall. This was a lot of 

data to cope with, but also felt representative enough to give meaning to my results. However, 

please bear in mind this is still only a sample of perceptions from protected area staff in four 

different European countries and not an exhaustive survey of all European countries nor types 

of protected areas.  

Before analysing the results, I thought I would be able to draw some sort of standard approach 

to landscapes, or at least a series of approaches based on commonalities between people I 

interviewed. After reviewing every interview and answers to the questionnaire, by summarising 

people’s answers to the seven elements mentioned in the Introduction, I concluded that 

standardising would not do justice to the diversity of perceptions, ideas and opinions collected 

through this exercise. I also concluded that developing a framework might be missing the 

point: what was powerful was how personal these answers were. There seemed to be as many 

perceptions of landscapes as there are people working in those places! How could I then 

capture this variety and make sense of it? 

Through brainstorming ideas, I decided to model each individual interview, by grouping 

answers under four key headings:  

Although this meant losing a bit of detail in the process, it also made the results easily 

comparable across and within protected areas. All 15 models from each interview are 

presented in Appendix 1. They have been anonymised to respect people’s privacy. 
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Analysing the individual perception models 

Comparing the various individual models brought me to re-evaluate my initial objective: what 

was emerging was not a framework, but rather a method. A tool for protected area teams to 

ask themselves important questions and enable a conversation on landscapes. Although we 

all know in theory the purposes or our parks, many people I interviewed told me it was very 

interesting for them to reflect on the questions I asked them, to pause and take a moment to 

think about what they do every day when they manage those precious landscapes. 

This study was thus not really about what the landscape approach is, but about getting people 

to reflect on what landscapes and a landscape approach mean for them. 

One of my interviewees, James Parkin from the Pembrokeshire Coast National Park, told me: 

‘the conversation is the powerful bit’. This strongly resonated with the results from this 

analysis: there is not one definition of landscape, and there is not a single, ‘right’ way to 

manage those landscapes. Trying to set definitions into stone would be risking losing the 

power that lies within this ambiguity – instead, we can all ‘write ourselves into the story’ (as 

James Parkin puts it) and this is how we can move towards achieving common goals.  

What struck me though, is that individual perception models within a single protected area 

vary greatly. They are not contradictory, and they can absolutely co-exist in the same reality, 

but they are different. They somehow form various pieces of a puzzle and together they form 

the overall management of a protected area. What I have come up with is thus a methodology 

to explore landscape management from the field and what I am hoping is that this could be 

useful for protected area teams to further enhance their delivery and management plans.  

Another layer of analysis was then to try and find patterns across the various individual 

models. Were there more similarities between protected areas of the same country? Or 

between people with a similar role in their respective organisations? To find out, I extracted 

key themes from the models, and marked the occurrence of each theme against each 

interview. This detailed analysis is presented in Appendix 2.  

This revealed that there are no visible patterns in this data. My initial hypothesis when applying 

for the scholarship was that legislation and national / local culture had a central role in 

explaining landscape perceptions and management. The absence of patterns means culture 

(nationally or locally) is not a determining factor. As for legislation, it was in fact mentioned 

only sporadically by a few people, except for Pembrokeshire Coast National Park where 

several important legal acts were referred to by almost everyone I interviewed (which is due 

to historic/political reasons, the Welsh government as an institution being rather ‘young’ in 

political terms and therefore using its powers to write new laws rather extensively). 
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This therefore only reinforces the result that there is no such thing as a standard model to 

approach landscapes. Instead, each person (in each place) has its very unique way of 

interpreting the concept and of managing it. However, it is worth highlighting that several 

themes occurred in at least two thirds of the interviews. These were:  

- the notion that landscapes change, are dynamic; 

- the impact from human activity on landscapes (positive or negative); 

- the natural elements of landscapes, i.e. the habitats, fauna, and flora (which is of 

course something we should expect to see here!); 

- the idea that there is a personal connection with a landscape, something to identify 

with; 

- the fact that landscape boundaries are perceived rather than set, and that there is 

some sort of continuity or fluidity (meaning we cannot really tell when we come out of 

a landscape and into another one); 

- the fact that protected areas are mosaics of diverse landscapes; 

- the perception that protected areas exist in order to protect nature and landscapes 

(again a theme we could expect to be very common anyway!); 

- the idea that landscapes are best managed in partnership, and that protected area 

teams are there to bring people together, to be neutral, to help achieve cohesion; 

- finally, the fact that protected area teams are there to serve a place and to represent 

it, but also to ignite passion and carry a vision forward. 

These key themes are somehow a testimony of what protected landscapes are at their core, 

of what it means to be working to protect these special places.  

As for the online survey, this allowed me to generate further quantitative data, but it felt rather 

like a question mark in terms of usability – as it was online and meant for a high number of 

people, I wanted to keep it short and to the point. Looking at the results, except for a very 

small number of people who have written very long answers, it was impossible to draw 

individual models as I did through the interviews. It allowed however to draw more numbers 

on the occurrence of the key themes identified in the interviews. In the case of a very large 

protected area team (e.g. > 100 people), this method could enable them to open the 

conversation on landscape approaches without running detailed interviews with every single 

member of staff and making it a very lengthy process. 

The online survey also allowed me to test questions and the kind of answers they bring. For 

example, looking at the overall results, you can see that the first question ‘Think about the 

landscape you work in: what elements is it made of?’ was answered systematically with natural 

elements (geology, habitats, fauna, and flora, etc.), and then some other elements. However, 
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the question ‘In the context of your work, and in your own words, how would you define the 

word ‘landscape’?’ brought more varied answers, with the nature / environment theme being 

present in only 20 answers out of the 44. In comparison, in the interviews I asked people to 

describe ‘their’ landscape, and this is what the ‘WHAT’ in the model was based on, meaning I 

did not directly ask how they defined landscapes. I felt this gave more powerful and detailed 

answers – asking for a definition can give rather dry answers, and not necessarily thought-

through, whereas asking people what they put in their landscape makes it immediately 

personal.  

Difficulties and limits 

This study was resolutely practical – I did not want to create theoretical concepts that no one 

could apply in their own area. When I started this journey, I thought my approach of landscapes 

was the ‘right’ one (to simplify, I was abiding to the definition from the European Landscape 

Convention), and I was hoping to find a framework, a standard way to help protected area 

teams implement it in their areas. My hypothesis was that culture and legislation were 

determining factors in making this happen (or keeping this from happening). It is through 

conversations that I realised that there is no such a thing as right or wrong when defining 

landscapes, because they are in essence a personal (and yet also collective!) experience.  

It was thus a difficult process to let a methodology and conclusions emerge without forcing my 

own views. For some months I thought I had done it all wrong! However, I did intentionally 

design my interview questions to not lead people in any particular direction – I wanted to let 

them tell me what they thought about it all. It was after all a study about perceptions. I was 

expecting that answers would vary, but I surely did not expect they would be so deep and 

unique. Another difficulty came from the amount of data I had collected. Reviewing interviews 

and processing information was a very lengthy process, notably because I did not initially have 

a methodology in place and because I did not know what I was looking for. Brainstorming with 

my colleague and mentor Richard Clarke helped me navigate this phase of the project.  

As for limits to this short study, I have identified three: 

- The places I chose to visit are all located in Western Europe, meaning the ‘culture’ is, 

to an extent, rather uniform (although there are variations as we have observed!); I 

think this study could really benefit from more data from other parts of Europe and 

other types of protected areas (notably marine ones, where the notion of 

landscape/seascape could take us to a whole other dimension!). 

- I was not fully consistent in the way I asked interview questions: in some cases the 

people interviewed talked for most of the time without me asking anything, and I then 

associated their answers back to my questions, but there were sometimes a few gaps; 
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I also did not always use the exact same set of words, as I was going with the flow of 

the conversation – how much did that impact final results? This is hard to tell. However, 

this allowed me to test and reflect on the methodology, and how certain questions can 

give valuable answers and should not be skipped. 

- The list of key themes extracted from the interviews is possibly biased by my own 

appreciation of what is ‘key’. It deserves to be refined further. This would best be done 

by assessing the individual models with other people and to then test that with yet 

another group of people, to avoid bias and ensure everything that needs to be captured 

is indeed present in the list.  
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Conclusions 

How this study will be used  

As mentioned above, this scholarship has enabled me to develop a basis for a powerful tool 

to enable conversations about landscapes within protected area teams. This could also be 

extended to their local partners. There is now for me a path ahead: to refine this methodology 

and test it more extensively, with more varied protected areas, in order to propose a thorough 

and advanced tool for protected areas to carry out this exercise so it serves their management. 

This could be useful for example in the context of a management plan review, or for any team 

trying to tackle this complex concept that is ‘landscape’. Indeed I believe enabling these 

conversations around landscapes and how we manage them is crucial to empower teams to 

work more cohesively, between individuals but also across different services.  

It would make sense to start this other journey with Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty in 

the United Kingdom, since this is where I have a strong, established network of professional 

relationships. However, I prefer extending this to the rest of Europe right-away, rather than 

risking making the tool too specific to the British context. Another key step for me will therefore 

be to call onto the EUROPARC network to test and use the methodology I will propose. 

Recommendations 

Have the conversation! Ask colleagues and managers what they think landscapes are, what 

they mean, what we as protected areas are supposed to do with them, and more. I can only 

encourage every protected area team to stop a moment and reflect on these important 

questions. Many people I interviewed told me they felt ‘landscape’ was an important concept 

for the future, yet they felt unsure how to address it, because it is complex and can be 

confusing. It can even lead to conflict, as many interviewees have pointed out, when different 

visions of a landscape are in contradiction.  

Another important recommendation falling from the first one is to not try and impose a specific 

perception of landscapes. Rather, I would invite everyone working in protected areas to accept 

and even to celebrate the fact that others see their landscapes differently. This is possibly 

where the key to protecting these special places lies, for us all now and for future generations. 

Finally, please do get in touch (marie@integrated-landscapes.eu) if you would like some 

support to conduct such an exercise within your team!  

mailto:marie@integrated-landscapes.eu
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Appendix 

Appendix 1 – Individual Perception Models and Survey Results 
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Appendix 2 – Individual Perception Model Analysis (key themes) 

 


