
 

105 

SECTION THREE – RISKS AND OPPORTUNITIES 
 
 
Introduction 
 
The rich heritage of the Belfast Hills consists bot h of natural and built heritage and has 
been outlined earlier in this LCAP. However rich th e heritage is, in many instances it is 
vulnerable to human induced pressures. These includ e activities such as the use of off-
road vehicles, arson and fly tipping; using sites a s places to take drugs and alcohol; a 
decline and marginalization of agricultural activit y; and farmland being abandoned but 
retained in hopes that in future housing may be per mitted on the land. Other pressures 
include climate change and potentially increased re creation and tourism pressure (the 
Belfast City Council Tourism Strategy 2011 identifi es the Belfast Hills as one of the key 
areas for future tourism growth). 
 
The Belfast Hills dominate the city skyline and are  an essential resource for biodiversity 
and city residents alike. Despite this no overall d esignation has been allocated to the 
Belfast Hills, and only one site is protected as an  Area of Special Scientific Importance 
(Slievenacloy ASSI). There are a large number of sc heduled monuments in the hills 
providing a certain level of protection to some her itage sites, while other sites have been 
designated a Site of Local Nature Conservation Impo rtance (SLNCI) which places 
planning restrictions on these areas. The Belfast H ills Partnership was set up in 2004 to 
take a co-ordinated approach to the management and protection of the Belfast Hills 
landscape. Its work has enabled the following risks  to be identified. The Landscape 
Partnership Scheme provides an important platform w hereby these risks can be 
minimized and sustainable systems put in place for future generations. 
 
 
3.1 Urban fringe landscape 
 
Risk:  The Belfast Hills sit adjacent to the large popula tions of Belfast, Lisburn and 
Newtownabbey. This places high pressure on the land scape particularly in relation to 
illegal behaviour such as arson, fly tipping, large r scale illegal dumping, and use of 
scramblers and quads on private and public sites. L egal activities, such as quarrying and 
land filling, also create pressure as the permitted  levels for municipal waste in the Belfast 
Hills are in the region of 66% of the total of Nort hern Ireland (quoted from the Strategic 
Environmental Assessment of Waste management in the  Belfast Hills that was carried 
out in October 2005). This has resulted in high num bers of HGVs on small country roads 
that were not designed to take such weights, which has in turn has caused verge erosion 
and bank subsidence on many roads. Rural residents also express safety concerns due 
to the speed at which these HGVs travel on the back  roads into the hills. 
 
Opportunity: Education about the Belfast Hills and their importa nce is an important 
aspect of changing peoples attitudes to the hills, enabling people to see what an amazing 
resource they have which should be looked after for  future generations to enjoy. This will 
in part be carried out through the schools educatio n programme and apprentice scheme. 
The volunteer warden programme will result in more eyes and ears on the ground 
reporting illegal activities and helping reduce the m. More signage giving the hills a sense 
of identity may also help people stop and think abo ut where they are and what they are 
doing to the environment (project 2.6). 
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3.2 Built development  
 
Risk:  The close proximity of an expanding city means the re is pressure on housing 
developments to encroach further up the slopes of t he hills. Within the Belfast 
Metropolitan Area Plan (BMAP) a development limit h as been defined in an attempt to 
halt such housing, but there is an ongoing demand f or housing. There are a number of 
areas that have been designated as SLNCIs (sites of  local nature conservation interest) 
which places some planning restrictions, however it  is not a very strong protection and 
appears to have resulted in developers carrying out  work to sites and applying for 
retrospective permission (e.g. a number of rivers i n the hills have been culverted without 
planning permission). 
 
Opportunity:  Responses to planning applications and encouraging  of local communities 
to respond will hopefully result in more appropriat e plans being passed (project 2.9).  
 
3.3 Traffic and Transport 
 
Risk:  As previously mentioned, there are high numbers of  HGVs travelling throughout 
the Belfast Hills to the various quarries, landfill  sites and waste transfer stations, causing 
road and bank erosion problems. However peoples' ou tlook on the hills is beginning to 
change from that of an out of the way place to put rubbish to a valuable outdoor resource 
for recreation. The Belfast Hills are increasingly being used by people wanting to access 
the hills for recreation purposes and access improv ement, particularly signage, needs to 
be addressed (projects 3.1, 3.2 & 2.6). Any access improvements will raise issues 
regarding the safe recreational use of the landscap e and plans must address increased 
levels of vehicle generated pollution; threats to l ivestock, habitats and species; 
degradation of heritage features due to increased v isitor numbers and the quiet 
enjoyment of the countryside. 

 
Figure 3.1  Photograph of queue of HGV lorries ente ring Black Mountain Quarry 
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Opportunity: Public transport options to access the Belfast Hill s will be advertised on the 
BHP website so minimizing to some extent the level of traffic in the hills. In any planning 
responses to industry requiring HVGs in the hills, the adoption of certain routes should be 
proposed, allowing other smaller roads to be treate d as green lanes suitable for walking, 
cycling etc. (project 2.9). 
 
3.4 Wildlife 
 
Risk: The rich diversity of wildlife in the Belfast Hills  faces many threats. These include 
fires destroying habitats; public sites lacking man agement resources; poor quality 
development leading to loss of habitat; increased i llegal hunting; new and spreading 
invasive species severe loss of active agriculture and land abandonment; and major 
quarry, energy and waste facilities being establish ed in the Belfast Hills which could be 
badly developed or poorly managed with negative imp acts on the environment. 
 
Opportunity: Responding to planning applications (project 2.9), supporting the farming 
community (project 1.4), tackling invasive species (project 1.5) and educating people 
about the risks of setting fires in the hills (proj ect 4.11) may go some way to helping 
protect the wildlife currently found in the Belfast  Hills. 
 
3.5 Landscape quality 
 
Risk:  The rolling hills surrounding the city of Belfast are iconic; however there is a risk of 
inappropriate development e.g. industrial, waste, l andfill, dumps, sub-stations, masts and 
quarrying which could destroy the aesthetics of the  hills. There is also a risk that 
flytipping could increase, especially as there are increased charges associated with 
waste disposal. Such risks are in part associated w ith a lack of appreciation for the area. 
 
Opportunity:  To give the Belfast Hills a sense of identity as a  destination to visit and not 
simply as a convenient backwater in which to locate  landfill sites etc. that would cause 
public objections if built nearer their area of hou sing. Signage and other information 
provision are essential to enable this to occur (pr ovided through various projects, but 
particularly 2.1, 2.2, 2.3 & 3.6). 
 
3.6 Decline in Farming 
 
Risk:  Due to the close proximity of a large urban popula tion, farming in the Belfast Hills 
holds additional problems. Farmers have experienced  problems of people not simply 
trespassing on their ground and leaving gates open,  but also vandalizing property, 
tormenting livestock, stealing farming equipment an d harassing farmers who have 
stopped trespassers. Sheep cannot be kept due to th e high levels of dog worrying, often 
from stray dogs found in the urban area. 
 
Hedgerows in a poor state of repair 
Hedgerows are the traditional and distinctive bound ary features of farmland across not 
only the Belfast Hills, but the whole of Northern I reland. However, a lack of incentive to 
maintain existing hedges or plant new hedges has re sulted in a landscape with gappy or 
no hedges. Barbed wire fencing is instead used to m ake farmland stock-proof. 
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Land abandonment 
Areas, particularly on the urban / rural fringe are  no longer being actively farmed but are 
being held by landowners in hopes that in the futur e that land may be zoned for housing 
and so become a valuable asset. This has resulted i n land that is being encroached by 
scrub and grassland becoming rank due to lack of gr azing. 
 
Opportunity: There may be an opportunity to work with farmers to  encourage 
improvements for both biodiversity and landscape th at could be carried out on their land 
– particularly if grants are available through the Landscape Partnership Scheme (project 
1.4). Farm diversification opportunities through th e close proximity to the urban 
population could also be explored. 
 
3.7 Recreational Pressure and Visitor Numbers 
 
Risk:  Although growing numbers of visitors are being att racted to the Belfast Hills they 
are still a very under-used resource, with many peo ple who live in the shadow of the hills 
never having been to any of the public sites. Belfa st City Council in their Strategic 
Tourism Strategy produced in 2011 have referred to the Belfast Hills as a key destination 
for visitors and one that should be enhanced and pr omoted. The threat associated with 
this is that high levels of use will cause erosion of paths, disturb wildlife and damage sites 
of built heritage or archaeological importance. 
 

 
Figure 3.2   Path erosion at Cave Hill Country Park  due to visitors to the sit e 
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Opportunity:  The Partnership will aim to encourage more people to enjoy the heritage 
landscape, particularly areas as yet unrecognised a s valuable to the majority of visitors 
(through projects such as 2.2 and 3.4). This will h ave the added benefit of spreading the 
anticipated increased number of visitors over a wid er landscape area. However, access 
will need to be carefully managed and monitored to ensure that the heritage of the 
landscape is not inadvertently damaged. It is there fore essential that adequate paths and 
infrastructure are in place to cope with increasing  visitor numbers, and to ensure that 
vulnerable sites are protected (project 3.1). 
 
3.8 Illegal Recreational Activity 
 
Risk:  The use of off-road vehicles is a cause of great c oncern. They are dangerous, 
noisy, a barrier preventing quiet enjoyment of the landscape and they are highly 
damaging to sensitive wildlife and the fragile upla nd heath habitats. Lack of willingness 
from the PSNI to police this issue means that it co ntinues largely unabated. 
 
Opportunity: The Landscape Partnership Scheme will enable more s taff to be employed 
who can liaise with local community police, buildin g up relationships and hopefully 
encouraging the PSNI to take action on sites where illegal activity occurs (programme 5). 
 
3.9 Lack of Understanding 
 
Risk:  Lack of understanding can threaten the below eleme nts. 
 
Heritage 
The Belfast Hills have a wealth of heritage associa ted with them. From prehistoric times 
right up to modern day, man has lived, worked and i nfluenced the hills' landscape that we 
see today. However very little of this history has been collected in a holistic manner to 
present a systematic record of the past history of the Belfast Hills. There are also thought 
to be a wealth of historic sites and monuments as y et to be uncovered in the Belfast Hills.  
 
Wildlife 
The Scheme area is noted for its high wildlife valu e. It supports many of Northern 
Ireland’s priority species such as the marsh fritil lary butterfly, Irish hare, red grouse, sky 
lark and the pink wax cap, to name just a few. 
 
Even though industrialization was the catalyst for a wide range of environmental impacts, 
it was also responsible for the creation of a more diverse range of habitats. Today, this 
has resulted in a rich and diverse ecology. Failure  to recognise this and manage the 
landscape appropriately will result in the loss of many of these heritage assets. 
 
Geology 
The Belfast Hills are rich in geology, however this  aspect of the Belfast Hills is often 
overlooked and consequently very little geological information is available. 
 
Interpretation and access 
In the absence of effective, high quality site inte rpretation and improved access (virtual 
and physical), many visitors to the heritage landsc ape will leave without a real sense of 
how remarkable the area is. 
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Opportunity: Through events, publications, website material and general media, there is 
a fantastic opportunity to reach a wide range of pe ople and let them know about the 
various aspects of heritage, wildlife, geology and access in the Belfast Hills. All the LPS 
programmes are designed to counter this lack of und erstanding and increase a sense of 
interest, ownership and pride in the Belfast Hills.  
 
3.10 Climate Change 
 
Risk:  The Department of Environment Food and Rural Affai rs (DEFRA 2007) states that 
‘Climate change is the greatest challenge facing the  world today ’. The Stern Report 
(2007) concludes ’Now is the time to start to respond to this challen ge. Delay will mean 
that the problem will be worse when we do respond a nd the cost will be greater’. It also 
underlines the importance of good ecological corrid ors between large natural areas as a 
tool to counter the loss of biodiversity. 
 
Climate Change and Wildlife 
The consequences for wildlife are stark. Walmsley et al. (2007) explains, ‘As a result [of 
changing conditions] some of our currently rare species, particularly th ose confined to the  
south of the UK may increase simply as a response t o changing conditions, but rarities,  
especially those of the north and the uplands may b ecome extinct’. 
 
Many species in the Belfast Hills are on the edge o f their natural range, this means that 
they are liable to be sensitive to any changes in t he climate. For instance, droughts in 
summer could negatively impact on wet grassland, bl anket bogs and the range of 
species that are found only in this environment. Fi res in dried grassland would further 
compound this problem, destroying the homes of grou nd nesting birds etc. 
 
Some invasive species could flourish in altered cli mate conditions and out-compete 
native species. 
 
Climate Change and Built Structures of Heritage Val ue 
Climate change will have impacts on the many built or man-made features in the heritage 
landscape. More extreme weather conditions, fluctua ting temperatures, drought and 
heavy rain will result in greater levels of: 

� Shrinkage : Prolonged periods of drought will threaten the fo undations of built 
structures. 

� Freeze / Thaw : Rapid changes in temperature either side of freez ing point 
cause water to expand and contract (liquid to ice t o liquid). Under these 
conditions moisture held within mortar and between blocks of stone can, over 
time, destabilise built structures and result in th eir collapse. 

� Precipitation : Heavy rain is likely to wash out mortar and erode  foundations, 
resulting in destabilisation and collapse of built structures and industrial spoil. 

The combination of these factors could be extremely  serious if no action is taken. 
 
Climate Change and site infrastructure/usage 
Wetter winters have the potential to cause higher l evels of path erosion, while hotter 
summers may result in an increase in wildfires, dam aging the beauty of sites and 
resulting in a reduced number of people visiting th e hills for recreational purposes. 
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Opportunity: The use of renewable energy is one way to counter c limate change – the 
Belfast Hills have potential for wind turbines and there has been a recent increase in the 
number of applications to install wind turbines. Al though these are of environmental 
benefit, they have a large impact on the visual qua lity of the Belfast Hills landscape and 
may negatively impact upon people’s experience of t he hills environment.  Wind turbine 
applications in the hills will be examined and high lighted to the local communities to 
enable them to have their say (project 2.9).  
There is the potential for encouraging tree plantin g in the area which will help offset 
carbon over the life of the tree. 
 
3.11 Project Implementation and Sustainability 
 
Risks Associated with Project Planning 
The implementation of any project work could inadve rtently result in risks to heritage 
features. For example, uncovering old lime kilns an d restoring them, making them both 
visible and accessible, may result in the lime kiln  becoming a target of antisocial 
behaviour.  
 
Monitoring 
An important aspect of project implementation is th e monitoring of success and failure. 
Monitoring programmes must be included in project p lanning and implementation. 
 
Project Sustainability 
This is a fundamental aspect of Programme and Proje ct design. Failure to plan long term 
viability into the Partnership’s work will result i n wasted effort and lost opportunities for 
long term heritage conservation and promotion. 
 
Land Ownership 
The Belfast Hills are owned by a number of land own ers with varying interests in the 
landscape. Failure to engage with them and agree to  shared objectives will result in 
future tensions and planned projects may not be as deliverable as first envisaged. 
Access agreements ultimately hinge on the co-operat ion of land owners to allow the 
general public across their land. 
 
Partnership 
The Belfast Hills Partnership has a long establishe d partnership which includes 
representatives from the farmers, community groups,  commercial users, environmental 
bodies, statutory groups and recreational users inv olved in the Belfast Hills. Members 
from this group have been selected to form a commit tee to oversee the Landscape 
Partnership Scheme, with the addition of new repres entatives with heritage backgrounds. 
Support from this partnership is important for the success of this project. 
 
Opportunity: The Heritage Lottery funded Landscape Partnership S cheme provides an 
exciting opportunity for a wide range of projects t o be carried out in the Belfast Hills, and 
for additional money to be drawn down from other so urces. 
 
3.12 Overview and Recommendations 
 
Section 3 has identified the main threats facing th e heritage of this important landscape 
and the opportunities to conserve it. The Partnersh ip recognizes that no one organization 
could deal with the range of issues and threats tha t have been identified. The need for a 
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strong Partnership approach is clear, and with this  will come coherent planning, 
management, resources, a collective will and shared  vision. The Belfast Hills Partnership 
will strive to ensure that this happens. 
 
Anticipated risks associated with scheme delivery 
 
Risk How 

likely is 
the 
event? 

How 
serious  
would 
the  
effect 
be? 

Consequence Action you 
will take to 
help prevent 
the risk 

Who is 
responsible 
for dealing 
with the 
risk? 

Financial:  
match 
funding not 
achieved. 

Medium High Project fails to 
happen due to 
lack of match 
funding. 

Apply to a 
wide range of 
funders for 
more than the 
minimum 
amount 
required so if 
one does 
work out 
projects can 
still go ahead. 
Focus on year 
one funding. 

Programme 
manager 
and LPS 
Committee 

Social: 
Anticipated 
uptake of 
events, 
training 
courses and 
grant aid 
programmes 
does not 
occur. 

Low High Failure to 
reach as wide 
a range of 
people as 
expected, so 
lowering 
impact of 
planned 
events, 
courses and 
schemes. 
 

Ensure that 
events etc. 
are widely 
advertised. 
Contact 
farmers 
individually 
encouraging 
uptake of 
grant aid 
programme. 

Programme 
Manager, 
Outreach 
Officer, 
Volunteer 
Officer, 
Partnership 
members. 

Staffing:  
appropriately 
skilled 
people not 
recruited. 

Low High Failure to 
successfully 
manage 
projects and 
engage 
people. 

Ensure that 
job 
specifications 
match project 
requirements, 
with essential 
criteria 
carefully 
selected. 
Widely 
advertise the 
jobs. 
 

Programme 
Manager 
and LPS 
Committee 
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Risk How 
likely is 
the 
event? 

How 
serious  
would 
the  
effect 
be? 

Consequence Action you 
will take to 
help prevent 
the risk 

Who is 
responsible 
for dealing 
with the 
risk? 

Education:  
Teachers not 
interested in 
educational 
outreach 
initiatives.  

Medium Medium Failure to 
reach as many 
school children 
as anticipated. 

Ensure that 
educational 
outreach fits 
in with 
curriculum 
and teachers 
can see the 
relevance. 
Proactively 
contact 
schools and 
make 
contacts. 
 

Outreach 
Officer. 

Signage: 
Roads 
Service do 
not give 
permission 
for finger 
posts on 
public 
footpaths. 

High High Failure to have 
the desired 
signage 
directing 
people from 
one site to 
another. 

Liaise with 
Roads 
Service and 
tourism board 
from early on 
in process. 

Programme 
Manager, 
Project 
Officer. 
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