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A Manual for Forest Landscape Management 
 

Chapter 7 
 

(Republished 24-10-2006 — Forest Practice Board, Tasmania) 
 
 
 

One of the most obvious and abrupt changes in scenic character in Tasmania occurs along the 
Great Western Tiers, where the northern edge of the vast high-altitude Central Plateau adjoins the 
plains and rolling hills of the De/oraine and Mole Creek region. In terms of visual management, the 
Tiers form a boundary between Landscape Character Types. The regions have been designated as the 
"Central Plateau" and the "NorthWest Hills and Plains" types respectively 
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The Visual Management System is used to inventory the landscape as a visual 
resource. Chapter 2 details the practical aspects of applying this procedure, 
which integrates the visual values inherent in the land ("physical" aspects of 
the landscape) with the public's concern for the scenic amenity ("social" 
aspects of the landscape). The Visual Management System flow chart (Figure 
1) is reproduced from Chapter 2 for the convenience of the reader. This 
chapter describes in detail steps 1 and 2 of the Visual Management System, 
which are used to classify and inventory the "physical" aspects of the 
landscape. 
 
The exercise has two stages. First, regional landscape areas (called "landscape 
character types") were selected, mapped and described. These provide a 
geographical framework for classifying the scenic values. At the second stage, 
the scenic quality of any area within a region is classified by comparing it with 
the range of scenic attributes of the landscape character type of that region. 

The scenic quality of each part of the landscape can be assessed, based on its visual 
variety, naturalness and uniqueness. Below, the rolling hills of native eucalypt forest lack 
strong visual variety and are a common aspect of the landscape in this particular region 
of Tasmania. Such areas are given a rating of average or moderate scenic quality. 
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Landscape Character Types 

Tasmania was divided into broad physiographic regions,* each having an 
identifiable visual character. Each of these character types (Map 1) is an "area 
of land with common distinguishing visual characteristics of landform, rock 
formations, water forms, and vegetative patterns" (1 p. 5). Generally they cover 
too large an area to be seen from the ground. Of the total of twelve character 
types defined for Tasmania, ten are briefly described here. The King Island 
and Furneaux Group landscape character types had not been described at the 
time of printing. 

The division of the State into character types is based on the premise that an 
observer or traveller experiences one character type at a time, and therefore 
perceives scenic values within the framework of the immediate regional 
landscape. The scenic quality of any part of the landscape is therefore rated on 
the range of scenic attributes present in the character type within which it 
occurs. In general terms, this simply ensures that the scenery of, for example, a 
region of hills and plains is not measured against the scenery of a mountainous 
region.  

The character typing therefore helps achieve the broad aim of the Visual 
Management System, which is to give protection to the inherent visual 
character of each part of the landscape across Tasmania. Summary 
descriptions of the Landscape Character Types of Tasmania are presented 
below. They establish the key visual characteristics of each type.  

A further breakdown of character type into "sub-types" may be warranted 
where a type is too broad or diverse to provide a logical frame of reference to 
classify physical features1. Sub-types should "exhibit characteristics common 
to the mother type, and yet [be] marked by distinctive likenesses peculiar to 
each sub-type". (2 p. 6). In Tasmania, the strip of mountainous quartz country 
along the west of the High Mountains Character Type and the adjoining 
dolerite mountainous region to the east could be regarded as subtypes, 
although they are not designated so at present. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
* The idea of "physiographic sections" was first developed by Fenneman3 
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Map  1.    Landscape Character types 

Map provided curtesy of the State of the Environment Report 2003
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1. Far North-west Plateau and Plains: This is a sloping plateau, which rises from 
the coastal plains in the north and west to 600 m in the south-east. The vegetation varies 
from wet sclerophyll forest to rainforest growing on shallow soils in wetter and 
sheltered areas, and to buttongrass moor in the west and north-west, usually on sandy or 
peat soils. Rivers have cut deeply into the plateau, and flow through numerous gorges 
towards the west. There are forestry and mining operations throughout the area, and 
grazing is common on coastal plains in the north. 

2. North-west Hills and Plains: In the north, there are extensive lush pastures on 
rolling coastal plains with fertile volcanic soils. Wet forests remain on isolated hills 
throughout. Inland, tall wet forest covers the foothills, which rise towards the mountains 
in the south. A small forested plateau at 700 m occurs in the south-west. The Forth River, 
the major water feature, drains from the highlands in the neighbouring character type 
further to the south and flows northward through a deeply incised valley. It has been 
dammed to form three elongated lakes for the production of electricity. 
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3. North-east Coastal Hills: This coastal region is generally dry and infertile, with 
flat to undulating terrain. Coastal sclerophyll woodlands and heathlands grow on sandy 
soils and on the granite soils to the east, with native-grassland openings throughout the 
woodlands. Clearings have been made for grazing along most of the coastline, and 
grape growing for wine is a minor industry to the west. The many streams throughout 
the type flow intermittently.

4. North-east Highlands: This is a forested region of steep to undulating hills and 
mountains, some with rocky mountain peaks. The vegetation cover ranges from 
rainforest and mixed forest in sheltered areas, to dry forests on northern aspects. Cliff-
lined mountains, some rising to 1400 m, are features in the west. Rivers and streams 
are numerous, but with low flow except for flood periods. 
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5. Eastern Hills and Plains: This low-rainfall region includes most of the drier 
parts of the State. The dry grasslands of the extensive low plains to the north-west 
change to dry, regularly burnt, woodlands and forests on mountain tiers and 
sugarloaves to the east and south. Forestry and wool growing are major industries. 
The broad river drainages of the Derwent and Tamar are flooded estuaries indented 
deeply into the coastline. 

6. South-east Coastal Hills: This coastal region is centred on Storm Bay and the 
Huon and Derwent estuaries. Steep, isolated hills and foothills rise to the mountain 
ranges to the west. The coasts can be seen from most high points. Residential 
development, grazing and orcharding take place along major rivers and 'estuaries. 
Extensive areas of tall wet forest in the western half of the type are important for timber 
production. 
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7. High Mountains: This is a continuous. elongated area of rugged and remote 
highland landscape running north-south through the centre of the State. It is typified by 
highly glaciated mountain peaks and ranges, and highland lakes. The eastern half 
consists of cliff-lined dolerite peaks and mountains, while to the west the mountains are 
composed predominantly of quartz. Extensive buttongrass moorlands occur in the 
central-west and north-west. Tall wet forest in the central-east and south-east forms a 
major portion of the State's most productive forests. Rainforest occurs throughout most 
of the remainder. This area is important for recreation and tourism. Large 
hydroelectric reservoirs have been built at lower elevations. This character type 
encompasses a wide variety of landscape and might in the future be subdivided into two 
"sub-types". 

8. West Coast Hills and Plains: Coastal hills and ranges with average heights of 
600 m, and broad, open valleys and plains with sedge and heathlands are characteristic 
of the remote southern and central sections of this type. To the north, isolated peaks 
rise up to 850 m from the low coastal plains. Low vegetation allows unrestricted 
viewing throughout most areas, except for the river drainages, where rainforest grows. 
Linear quartz rock outcrops on exposed hilltops and ridges give a distinctive pattern to 
the land along the coast. Two major inlets form sheltered harbours in this character 
type, extending the coastal influence further inland. 
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10. Coastlines: This is the coastal zone encircling the State. It varies considerably in 
width and in the range of landforms and scenery, from extensive .sand beaches and 
dunes, rocky headlands and capes, to sandy bays and sheltered water bodies and coastal 
lagoons. All offshore islands occur in this type except for Bruny Island, King Island and 
the Furneaux Group. 

9. Central Plateau: This plateau drops from 1200 m in the north through a series of 
steps to 800 m in the south. There are major peaks in the northwest of the plateau, and 
distinctive cliff-lined escarpments form the boundaries in the west, north and east. 
Glaciation, usually in the form of sheet ice, has exposed dolerite rock across the whole 
of the type to give an undulating, barren appearance. Numerous bodies of water 
dominate the landscape, with large hydroelectric lakes and reservoirs to the east, and 
hundreds of smaller lakes and tarns throughout the west and north-west. Shallow soils 
support montane and alpine vegetation at higher levels, wet forests in the west, and 
eucalypt woodlands at lower elevations to the south. 
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Landscape Character Type Boundaries 
Tasmania is scenically very diverse, offering an impressive range of both 
natural and cultural landscapes. In comparison, Victoria has about the same 
number of landscape character types, despite having three times the land 
area. This diversity within a small area is one of the main reasons for 
Tasmania's great popularity as a tourist destination. 

The whole of the State's landscape was examined to identify regional areas 
with common distinguishing visual characteristics. Relevant literature, 
maps and aerial photography were reviewed, followed by detailed 
discussions with officers of the Forestry Commission and other agencies 
with knowledge of specific areas of the State. (See chapter references for 
published information used in identifying the character types.) 

Each character type encompasses an area of landscape with a generally 
similar visual appearance. The geology of the area, geomorphologic 
processes, past and present climatic conditions, vegetation types and 
communities, altitude and topography all contribute to the landscape's 
present appearance. The variation in visual characteristics between 
character types is generally due to a difference in one of these factors or to a 
combination of several (e.g., wet mountains/dry coastlines). As well, the 
boundaries of a single character type may sometimes depend on different 
factors. For example, the north-eastern boundary of the Central Plateau 
Character Type follows a change in topography, vegetation and 

altitude that occurs along the Great Western Tiers, while the southern 
boundary defines a transition from one vegetation type to another. The 
boundaries are therefore not empirical (Le., they are not scientifically 
justifiable); however they were drawn only after close analysis of maps of 
vegetation, geology and topography, and of written material. The 
boundaries have been verified by field checking, where possible, or from 
the air to ensure they are visually relevant and accurate. 

A summary of the landscape character types (included as Appendix A) 
details the range of physical attributes and features in each type. These are 
the basis for drawing up the scenic quality frames of reference at the second 
stage. 

 

* The idea of “physiographic sections ”was first developed by Fenneman3. 



 

Scenic Quality 
The term "scenic quality" refers to the relative aesthetic importance or 
distinctiveness of the forest landscape, and specifically to landscapes with a 
natural or undisturbed appearance. The exceptions to this general principle 
are agricultural and plantation forest areas, which are considered as cultural 
landscapes, as distinct from natural landscapes. Classification of scenic 
quality within the Visual Management System is based on the degree of 
"variety, uniqueness, prominence and naturalness of the landform, 
vegetation and waterform within each character type" (4 p. 7).  

Rural landscapes are classified on the basis of variety, uniqueness and 
harmony with surrounding agricultural and plantation areas. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The major premises* behind this classification are that higher scenic 
quality is associated with: 
• greater relative topographical relief and ruggedness 
• greater variety of landscape and diversity of vegetation 
• greater naturalness and absence of man-made changes in the landscape 
• unusual natural landscape features such as rock outcrops, waterforms 

and vegetation communities 
• (in agricultural landscapes) greater vegetative diversity and mosaic 

pattern due to crops and openings 
• (in plantation landscapes) greater vegetative pattern and edge diversity 
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This view in the High Mountains Character Type includes examples of all three levels of 
scenic quality: H - High, M - Moderate and L - Low. 

* Based on the visual premises list compiled by Leonard and Hammond (2p. 60) 
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Scenic quality mapping 
 
Scenic values are classified by segmenting areas of landscape based on 
their degree of diversity and uniqueness. Landscapes with features and 
diversity commonly found in a character type are assigned moderate scenic 
quality. Those with outstanding, unusual and diverse character are given 
the high scenic quality rating. And landscapes with little or no diversity or 
features, covering an extensive area, are classified as low scenic quality. 
 
To ensure consistency in this classification and to improve efficiency, a 
descriptive frame of reference is developed for each character type. It sets 
out the full range of physical landscape features present in that character 
type, dividing them into three levels of scenic quality. Ten primary frames 
of reference covering all mainland Tasmanian character types have been 
drawn up, as well as supplementary frames of reference covering 
Agricultural Landscapes and Plantation Altered Landscapes. (See 
Appendix B for Scenic Quality Frames of Reference.) 
 
The steps in mapping the scenic quality of a landscape are: 
• look up the appropriate Landscape Character Type(s) covered by the 

study area (Appendix A) 
• select the corresponding frame(s) of reference (Appendix B)  
• classify the scenic quality, using stereo analysis of aerial photos and 

field checking 
• transfer scenic quality boundaries onto base maps at the planning scale 
 
Classification of the scenic quality of an area is done by field officers 
familiar with the full range of features present in a character type, so the 
analysis of aerial photographs is backed up by local experience. The 
features and attributes of the area are identified through stereo analysis of 
aerial photographs and compared with those described in the scenic quality 
frame(s) of reference. The boundaries of each scenic quality class are 
drawn from stereo photographs with clear acetate overlays on every second 
photograph. Areas of high scenic quality are selected first, followed by 
areas of low scenic quality. Once these are drawn, the remaining area falls 
into the moderate class. Note that for an area to be assessed in a higher 
class it need only satisfy one aspect (landform, vegetation or waterform) in 
the frames of reference. 
 
The scenic quality boundaries on the aerial photos can be most easily 
transferred to a map if the scales are about the same. If available, use 1 :20 
000 colour photos and 1 :25 000 series topographic maps. Stereo 
analysis of aerial photographs shows slope changes, rock features and 
vegetation changes, which helps in drawing the boundaries on the map. 
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