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The highly varied geology, topography, 
landcover, semi-natural habitats and varied 
cultural traditions of Wales present diverse 
indigenous colour palettes. Recognising 
and understanding these variations is 
fundamental to identifying and valuing 
local landscape distinctiveness.
Environmental colour assessment (ECA) is the identification 
of inherent colours associated with a site or locality through 
survey and analysis leading to the production of colour 
charts which guide colour and material selection for new 
developments or changes within that area. 

The Landscape Institute Technical Information Note (2018) 
on Environmental Colour Assessment is available from 
https://www.landscapeinstitute.org/technical-resource/
environmental-colour-assessment/

Benefits of Environmental 
Colour Assessment
Understanding the role that colour plays in contributing 
to local identity and place making is fundamental to the 
successful management of change and the integration of 
new built form into the landscape.

ECA considered as baseline analysis guarantees early 
consideration of colour and materials and can support 
local planning policies and management plan actions.

ECA provides vital visual information about the context 
within which a development will sit and against which it 
will be viewed. This assists decision-making by making 
clear the degree to which a proposed development will 
integrate with its setting in terms of its palette of materials 
and colour.

ECA could be recommended at pre-application / application 
where colour may be of concern e.g. a large new building 
within, or highly visible from, a Designated Landscape or 
highly sensitive landscape.

Environmental Colour Assessment: 
benefits, process and application
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Sand dunes and shingle ridges  
Developed palette
The developed palette offers you a choice of colours and is set out 
to help you put a colour scheme together.

The palette is laid out in eight horizontal lines as follows: 
Three integration colours marked ABC, followed by two greys and 
a further three accent or trim colours also marked ABC, the final 
colour is a clay product either brick or tile.

How to read the palette
Select an integration colour from the first group of three, one of twenty-
four colours. Integration colours are the main choice of your scheme, 
covering the main elevations. They are laid out from light to dark. Note if it 
is an A B or C colour.

Select an accent or trim colour from the second group of three,  
by matching colours A-A, B-B, and C-C. These colours can be used  
as a secondary elevation colour or for details such as door and window 
frames.

Now look at the greys. The first grey is a neutral grey and is the tonal 
average for the three related integration colours. Use this grey as a tonal 
reference when selecting alternatives if you cannot find a suitable building 
material in the integration colour of your choice. If you like the combination 
of your integration colour and trim colour with this grey, then add this to 
your scheme. However as it is of a similar tone to your integration colour, 
the combination will give a rather flat appearance to your elevations. If you 
want to emphasise the depth and variation of your elevations then choose 
the second grey colour which is either darker or lighter than the integration 
colours, and will therefore add to the visual interest of your building. The 
second greys also contain a hint of colour which will echo the quality of 
your integration colour. 

Brick and tiles characteristic of the AONB form the last column. They 
descend from ‘white brick’, through shades of terracotta to deeper reds. If 
you intend to use brick for your development select a colour from the eight 
on display and order some samples to see how closely you can match to it, 
then work across the palette as above.

You may wish to put two integration colours together if this would suit 
your development. In this case try to select colours with a tonal contrast to 
give the elevations some relative depth. 

You do not need to use all the colour options available, up to three 
colours is typical, more can cause visual confusion, less will give a unified 
form but may lack some visual emphasis.

The colourways show how colours from the palette may be put together 
and the visual effects that can be achieved. Each colourway uses three 
colours, you may select all three or less and you may alter the proportions 
of each colour to suit your development. The colourways give examples 
from light, mid range and dark integration colours, some include brick 
colours and some combined integration colours. These are only suggestions 
and not definite prescriptions.
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The process of Environmental 
Colour Assessment
Survey involves defining the boundaries and extent of 
the site to be considered and collecting existing colours 
represented to establish the dominant tonality and colour 
range of the elements which make up the site. Colours are 
identified with reference to the Natural Colour System (NCS) 
fan deck www.ncscolour.co.uk.

Assessment involves the synthesis of collected site colours 
into a representative palette, reflecting the dominant 
features of the site. These include habitats and land cover, 
the underlying colours of geology and soil, colours of 
common traditional building materials and finishes and any 
colours of cultural, historical or social significance.

Determining colour options involves the creation of a 
colour chart (the developed palette) specifying ranges of 
colours based upon the synthesis of key site colours. The 
ranges can offer options for integration and camouflage, 
harmonisation, contrast and accent.

NCS colour specification is fundamental to creating the 
developed palette, placing all colours within a three-
dimensional model, allowing precise colour communication 
and selection. More information can be found at  
www.ncscolour.co.uk. 

Applicants for development should provide evidence of 
having followed the colour guidance with a palette of sample 
materials laid out in relation to the developed palette. If 
the NCS fan deck is not available to the developer then the 
principles should be followed as closely as possible using 
available brochures of paints and materials.
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Case study: Colwall School
This new school in the village of Colwall, within the  
Malvern Hills AONB, sits at the foot of the ridgeline which 
contains the remains of an Iron Age hill fort – the British 
Camp. Though not overtly visible from the school, the  
Camp and the experience of walking along the ridgeline 
was a common experience for the pupils and thus it 
became integral to the colour design for the school. 

Through a process of LVIA and ECA immediate site colours 
were recorded and in addition colours from the ridgeline 
and stream which descended to the site were assessed. 
These formed a palette of significant memory colours, not 
directly attributable to the site but within the context and 
certainly the memory of the children who played on them. 
Through a number of colourways the developed palette 
was applied to the architect’s elevations, to arrive  
at preferred options. 

Colours drawn from the hills reinforced the connections 
between the massing of the buildings with the landscape 
setting, whilst strong accent colours applied to the 
entrances ways and window openings helped with building 
legibility. Key colours from the exterior palette were 
transferred to the interior, ensuring a fluid and highly site 
specific response of this new build to its setting.
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Principles of environmental 
colour design
Key points for consideration include:

•	 What are the key view points from which the 
development will be seen? This will focus the site 
context and provide information about the contiguous 
colours seen in association with the development

•	 From what distance will the development be seen? 
Colour changes with distance (yellow and green tend 
towards blue) but tonal contrast between built form 
and landscape remains largely unchanged. To make 
buildings recede in a landscape the tonality of the built 
form must match that of the landscape. The reverse 
applies if the intention is to create a landmark.

•	 Manipulation of tone can alter perceptions of depth 
and scale of façades offering design options to increase 
interest and emphasis of built form.

•	 Quality of finish from matt and highly textural through 
to flat and highly reflective can be very significant in 
terms of the site context. Reflective roofing materials 
will always appear light in the landscape.

•	 Finished façades will always appear brighter and 
lighter than supplied small-scaled samples of the same 
material. Applicants should supply all samples set 
out as a palette, ideally to be viewed on site and at a 
meaningful size. The developed palette derived through 
ECA will compensate for this phenomenon to a large 
extent but checks should always be made on site.

•	 The same colour can look different when viewed against 
different backgrounds, a phenomenon known as 
simultaneous contrast. This can be an issue on detailed 
façade design and will require site sampling to gauge 
the effect.

•	 Accent colours can aid with the legibility of a built form 
and this principle can also be applied to the scale of 
townscape for gateways and other points of emphasis.

•	 How will colours and materials weather over time? 
Depending upon detailing, most new untreated timber 
for example will change over six seasons or so into a silver 
grey, quite different to the appearance in construction.
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Colour guidance for development within the 

AONB is aimed at integrating new buildings 

into the landscape in a way that benefits 

both the landscape and the built form.  

This can range from effectively camouflaging 

or minimising the visual appearance of a 

utilitarian building to emphasising the specific 

qualities of a place through the architecture, 

expressed in colour, form and massing. 

Good colour choices depend on a good understanding of the 

proposed development in relation to its landscape setting.  

The following checklist gives an idea of the issues involved.

3.1 Is the development ‘background architecture’ or 
‘signature architecture’?

Small scale domestic development, village expansion, and 

developments associated with farming and rural industries will 

often be designed to fit within the grain, colour and texture of 

the local environment. Signature buildings may have a presence 

and scale which allows a more dynamic use of colour and 

materials, interacting with, and complementing the landscape 

setting, but also standing out against it. 

The guidance contained in this document deals primarily with 

the former type of development. If your scheme is of the latter 

type then you may wish to extend the relevant developed 

palette into more complementary or accented colours, or a 

different range of materials.  

3.2 Where are the key views to the development?

It is necessary to anticipate the key viewpoints from which the 

completed development will be seen. Some viewpoints may be 

more sensitive than others and require an approach with colour 

which minimises the impact of the building, whilst others may 

require a stronger approach to aid the legibility of the scheme.

3.3 From what distance will the development be seen?

Whilst the nature of hue alters with distance, tonal contrasts 

between built form and landscape remain largely constant. 

Therefore if a development will be visible from afar, and the 

intention is to ‘lose’ it in the landscape then the tonal qualities 

of the colour rather than the hue of the colour become 

particularly important. In this case it will be preferable to select 

tones which match or are slightly darker than the landscape 

when seen from a view point. If the intention is to create a 

landmark in the distance, then select much lighter tones than 

are present in the landscape.

3.4 Is light reflectivity an issue?

Sunlight striking a surface can substantially alter the perceived 

colour making it both lighter and brighter in the landscape. 

South-facing elevations and inclined roofs will be particularly 

prone to this effect.

Among the common building materials, paint finished steel can 

be highly reflective. It is possible to find some matt finishes to 

paint work in different colours, or to find alternative materials 

such as fibre cement. If there is no realistic alternative to steel 

then select a dark tone for roofing material as these reflect less 

light than a light coloured sheet. Slates are another material 

where sheen can be problematic. Natural slate will weather back 

to a matt finish with some colour variations, however, man-

made equivalents tend to remain consistent in colour and sheen 

for longer.

3 Principles of exterior colour design

Highly reflective roofing material

 5 
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The landscape of Dedham Vale has been 
designated as an Area of Outstanding 
Natural Beauty (AONB) with the primary 
purpose of conserving and enhancing its 
natural beauty. Both natural and cultural 
influences have combined to produce the 
landscape that is so highly valued today. 
1.1 Introduction
The Dedham Vale AONB is a subtle lowland river valley with an 
assemblage of features associated with this landscape still in 
place and intact. These features include a gently winding river and 
tributaries; gentle valley sides with scattered woodlands; sunken 
rural lanes; picturesque villages with imposing churches and historic 
timber framed buildings; scattered farmsteads and agricultural 
buildings; small fields enclosed by ancient hedgerows; riverside 
grazing meadows with associated drainage ditches and visible and 
hidden archaeology providing evidence of human habitation over 
previous millennia. 

The area remains an overwhelmingly agricultural landscape, free of 
incongruous development and large scale industrial developments. 
Despite some intrusions of human activity in the twentieth and 
twenty first centuries, the area retains a rural charm and tranquillity 
and is largely free of infrastructure associated with modern life. 

The essential character of the Dedham Vale AONB was established 
in the middle of the previous millennium and has remained intact 
despite social, technological events. The fundamental beauty of 
the area and the scenes of a working landscape were captured by 
England’s finest landscape artist, John Constable RA. The sites of 
those outdoor paintings are still recognisable in the heart of what is 
now the AONB.

Colour makes a key contribution to the landscape character and 
local distinctiveness of the area. As well as the seasonal colours 
of spring and autumn, the geology and topography, soil, land 
cover and vegetation give rise to a variety of colours all of which 
characterise the area. New colours have been introduced as a 
result of agricultural practice, land-use, local building materials, 
infrastructure, and industry and, in combination, these have created 
a rich and unique palette of colours, which helps to define the 
character and the distinctiveness of this part of Britain. 

A recent analysis of natural beauty within the AONB identified the 
strong presence of the indicators of special qualities. The analysis 
demonstrates that, of the six factors which contribute to natural 

beauty, Dedham Vale is particularly valued for its landscape quality, 
scenic qualities and cultural and artistic associations. These factors, 
with which colour is inextricably linked, are especially strongly 
expressed and give rise to the area’s unique character. 

The pressure for new development, especially housing is on the 
increase nationally. The Dedham Vale AONB is not immune to this 
and recent years have seen applications for housing associated with 
current settlements, significant development applications in the 
setting of the AONB and Nationally Significant Infrastructure Projects 
such as developments associated with electricity distribution and 
the railway network within and adjacent to the AONB. Housing 
infill in the smaller settlements within the AONB is a concern for 
many, these settlements often considered to be at capacity. New 
housing and business development is welcomed where it sits well 
with the patterns of historic villages and where it contributes to the 
natural beauty and special qualities of the AONB and Stour Valley. 
Developments that promote a sense of place and contribute to the 
architectural patterns of the area and seek to meet the needs of the 
community in terms of affordable housing are welcomed.

Whatever the type of development, it is vital that careful 
consideration is given to the design and use of colour when 
selecting materials and finishes. Sensitive colour choice does not 
guarantee sensitive development, but it can enhance the positive 
aspects of development and help to minimise the negatives.

1  
Colour and the landscape
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Good: sensitive restoration based upon original footprint.

Bad: insensitive and generic utilities building.

Good: new build with traditional materials and construction.

Bad: generic housing infill unrelated to local character and colour palette

Good: contemporary response to agricultural form for new buildings.

Bad: poor building made worse with form and colour of fencing.
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