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John Foster A Park System and Scenic 
Conservation in Scotland 

Why are there no national parks in Scotland? This question is frequently 
asked by visitors to Britain. Why indeed, in a country which possesses 
such a great diversity of scene in its mainland, its 800 islands and the 
10,000 kilometres of its coast? Why, too, when it attracted more than 13 
million tourists in 1977 and over £500 million into its economy from 
tourism? To understand why, one needs to look back into history and, in 
doing so, to remember that the pressures on the Scottish countryside over 
the years have been much less than those in England where national parks 
were established under legislation passed in 1949. 

Early Beginnings 

Background to understanding the situation today begins with the Access 
to Mountains (Scotland) Bill of 1884. Although it failed, the Bill 
nevertheless marks the beginning of an interest in public recreation. This 
was soon to become closely linked with a parallel interest in conservation 
of countryside of high scenic quality. 

The development and recreational pressures on the Scottish coun­
tryside were relatively light through the early part of this century and the 
next significant step forward did not occur until 1945. In that year an 
official government report recommended the creation of five national 
parks in Scotland, taking in 484,700 hectares of high quality landscape. 
Again there was little demand for action and these proposed national 

parks were not established. Instead, the areas were designated as "Na­
tional Park Direction Areas." This did no more than provide a planning 
oversight of them by central government which would help to retain their 
character. 

In the 20 years or so up to 1967 a variety of bodies contributed to 
conservation and recreation in Scotland. The Nature Conservancy estab­
lished National Nature Reserves (there are 51 today) taking in 89,550 ha; 
the Forestry Commission developed 5 Forest Parks (the first in 1935) 
covering 104,000 ha; the National Trust for Scotland (a voluntary body) 
acquired for protection and public access a number of extensive mountain 
properties; and county planning authorities designated Green Belts 
around major towns and, in the countryside, Areas of Great Landscape 
Value for special protection against unsuitable types of development. 

Countryside Commission for Scotland Established 

The Countryside (Scotland) Act of 1967 established the Countryside 
Commission for Scotland as an agency of central government. It also 
enabled local authorities to set up and run country parks, these being 
quite small areas, generally not less than 10 ha or more than about 400 ha, 
with relatively intensive countryside recreational use. Today there are ten 
formally designated country parks in Scotland, with another dozen or so 
at various stages of development. 

The Cairngorm Mountains, a National Scenic Area, seen across the broad valley of the River Spey. Photo: Scottish Tourist Board 


