SCOTTISH WILD LAND GROUP
RESPONSE TO SCOTTISH PLANNING POLICY CONSULTATION DRAFT

The Scottish Wild Land Group [SWLG] is a wild land charity which is run entirely by volunteers.  SWLG was established in 1982 to uphold the significance and value of wild land in Scotland and that of its habitats.  It promotes the conservation of that wild land and its fauna and flora and to that end campaigns on a wide range of relevant issues. The following notes reflect our considered views of this consultation document

Overall Government purpose: ‘Sustainable economic growth’ does not have a clear definition (none is given in the document) and it is arguable whether this is a cogent concept. In any case, it is so ambiguous as to effectively have no meaning. We suggest it is replaced with ‘economic growth’, if this is the Government’s true priority, or, preferably ‘sustainable development’, which implies equal weighting for social, environmental and economic considerations.

Outcome 3: Again, ‘sustainable economic growth’ is used here and throughout, but not defined.  There is also nothing to suggest that an economy that ‘enhances the environment’ is consistent or even compatible with the rest of the Outcome.

Principal Policies

Q1 Sustainable Economic Growth 

Do you think that the measures outlined in paragraphs 15 to 23 are appropriate to ensure that the planning system supports economic recovery and sustainable economic growth?  

No, they are not, and cannot be in the absence of any definition of sustainable economic growth. We believe that it is entirely inappropriate to place this phrase at the centre of Scottish Planning Policy without defining it, and further suggest that it is in fact a contradiction in terms. While ‘sustainable development’ has an established and widely accepted definition, economic growth is, by its very nature, unsustainable in the long term because it consumes finite social and environmental resources. We believe that this phrase is actually used to mean ‘sustained economic growth over the short-term’ (i.e. over the next political cycle), which is not a responsible objective for planning policy. Whatever the intended meaning of the phrase, its inclusion in the absence of any definition can only lead to the prioritisation of economic growth over all other considerations, including the social and environmental components of sustainable development, as developers, planners and other officials struggle to interpret its meaning.
‘Economic recovery’ is a clearer objective, but one which we feel is no more important to the wellbeing of people in Scotland (or, indeed, their economic outlook) than social and environmental recovery. The measures in paragraph 15 to 23 seem likely to result in some ‘economic recovery’ (via unsustainable economic growth) but fail to address social or environmental considerations. The importance of these should not be overlooked in the final Scottish Planning Policy. Environmental and social health are vital foundations for any stable or growing economy.
We suggest that the emphasis on economic growth should be balanced by social and environmental considerations, as envisaged by the concept of sustainable development. In particular, while we recognise the need to encourage ‘economically significant development proposals’ and avoid unnecessary delays in the planning system, we do not agree that this is best achieved by a simple prioritisation of short-term economic prospects that do not take account of social and environmental externalities. Instead, we suggest that simple and clear conditions be laid down in the SPP and elsewhere that guarantee the sustainability of development and allow potential developers and decision makers to assess the suitability of proposals. Thus requires specific, precise safeguards for environmental and social values rather than vague directions that they be ‘respected’ or ‘used sustainably’.

Para. 25: We welcome the Government’s stated support for sustainable development, but, as above, do not know what is meant by ‘increasing sustainable economic growth’ and do not think it is compatible with sustainable development.
Para. 30: We note the difficulty that many individuals and community groups have in engaging with the planning process, particularly where it involves repeated submissions for very similar developments, a great deal of technical paperwork to read, and a formal system of consultation and challenge that is biased towards formal, trained submissions (which are often made by expensive legal teams hired by developers). We support the desire for effective engagement but believe that simply taking account of representations made under the current system is inadequate, and that more must be done to enable people and communities to engage in the first place.  

Para. 31: We strongly suggest that the primary role of a climate change policy should be to limit and mitigate the effects of climate change. Targets are secondary to this overall objective and should only be pursued to the extent that they contribute to it (for instance, Scotland’s achievement of its emissions reductions targets, if they occur in the absence of international action on emissions, will do nothing whatsoever to tackle climate change). Locking a particular set of targets into the planning system prevents future adaptation to developments in technology and knowledge, both of which are advancing rapidly. 
Q5: Do you think the approach to spatial strategies for rural areas outlined in paragraphs 68 to 71 is the appropriate approach?

We believe that this approach would benefit from the promotion of attempts to link (semi-) natural areas, so improving the environment of rural areas and their potential for tourism, while also contributing to climate change mitigation. We also believe that large on-shore wind farms represent a substantial threat to the sustainability of rural economies, especially those based on tourism, and that SPP needs to do more to protect such areas from industrialisation. 

Para. 69: We believe that stronger guarantees of restoration are required. Recent examples have shown that the restoration of mineral extraction sites does not always occur as planned and new SNH guidance suggests that it will be too environmentally damaging and expensive to ever restore land used for onshore wind farms (concrete turbine foundations, in particular, are unlikely to ever be removed). This is an issue not only in prime agricultural land but across the country. 

Paras 72-73: We strongly support the current campaign for more National Parks in Scotland, and feel that these could bring a number of benefits to regions newly designated – not least an increase in revenue from tourism.  We believe that the establishment of new National Parks, especially in the Year of Natural Scotland, would be an ideal way for the Government to demonstrate its appreciation of and commitment to Scotland’s unique environments.
Having said that, we feel that economic development is given too much weight in the management of Scotland’s existing National Parks, and that the conditions in paragraphs 72 and 73 therefore need to be strengthened. Paragraph 73 states that “Where a conflict arises between two or more of

the objectives of National Parks which cannot be resolved, the 2000 Act requires that the first

objective, conservation of the natural and cultural heritage, should take precedence. Planning

decisions should reflect this weighting.” The recent decision to build a new town in native woodland in the Cairngorms National Park is one clear example of the prioritisation of economic development over the conservation of the natural heritage, and obviously goes against the spirit (and, we believe, the letter) of this requirement. A stronger condition that only development that does not harm the natural heritage of a National Park be permitted should be added.
Q9.:  Do you think the approach to how National Parks address their housing land requirements,

as set out in paragraph 90, is the appropriate approach? An alternative would be for National Park authorities to assess and meet housing requirements in full within their areas. Do you think this is the appropriate approach?
We do not think that there should be a requirement for National Park Authorities to meet housing requirements within National Parks, as this is incompatible with the protection of natural and cultural heritage that the Parks are meant to ensure. We also think that care should be taken to separate true demand for housing in these areas from demand for second homes and holiday homes, which are damaging to local environments and communities.
Q11: Do you think that the level of affordable housing required as part of a housing development

should generally be no more than 25%, as set out in paragraph 97?
We are not convinced that a limit of this kind is justified. In some rural and environmentally sensitive areas, it is undesirable to allow housing developments for the second home and holiday home market. In these cases, only affordable homes that people who live and work in the area can afford to buy are warranted.

Para. 126: We suggest that the planning system should do more than avoid the further fragmentation of habitats, and should actively seek to link fragmented habitats together. This would be a highly significant step in mitigating the effects of climate change on our wildlife and environments.
Para. 129: We strongly support this paragraph and welcome its inclusion. However, we are concerned that other parts of SPP and NPF3 undermine safeguards for wild land, and believe that these must be enshrined in a new Wild Land designation, which would have equal protection from development as that proposed for National Parks and National Scenic Areas. The statement that areas of wild land “have little or no capacity to accept new development” is accurate and very important, and this principle should be extended throughout planning policy.

Para. 132: Some forms of designation, such as Sites of Special Scientific Interest and National Nature Reserves, should imply a prohibition on development. Otherwise such designations are meaningless.
Para 133: We are unsure what the final sentence of paragraph 133 (“The precautionary principle should not be used to impede development unnecessarily”) adds. The purpose of the principle is to impede development when there is uncertainty over the environmental damage it will cause. As such, it only applies when the necessity of impeding development is not fully established, but is considered advisable in order to avoid potential damage. In the context of a condition endorsing the use of the precautionary principle, we suggest that it could only be viewed as unnecessary in cases where it does not apply (where damage is accurately known or will not occur).
Para. 134: We believe that CO2 emissions through the disturbance or drainage of carbon rich soils or peats should be avoided where at all possible, including through the prevention of development if necessary. The weak nature of this condition is not compatible with the Government’s emissions reductions targets, except to the extent that such emissions are not currently measured.

Para. 141.: We believe that ‘national importance’ needs to be defined. For example, the partial destruction of Foveran Links SSSI was permitted for the construction of a golf course that has not had, and is highly unlikely to have, social, environmental or economic benefits of any real significance (except to the developer).  The cynical and predictable overstatement of benefits by developers must not become a method of circumventing the protections for our most precious environments.
Q14 Do you think that the provision of green infrastructure in new development should be design led

and based on the place, as set out in paragraph 163?

An alternative would be to continue with a standards based approach. Do you think this is

the appropriate approach?
We do think that the approach set out in paragraph 163 is correct, particularly in terms of linking green infrastructure with existing habitat networks.
Para. 207: We disagree with the statement that “Scotland’s renewable energy resources provide an exceptional opportunity to drive down greenhouse gas emissions and promote sustainable economic growth”. There is no evidence that the current exploitation of renewable energy resources is driving down greenhouse gas emissions (emissions, taking into account energy intensive goods imported by Scotland, appear to be rising), or that it promotes ‘sustainable economic growth’. The economics of the renewable industry are based on a massive and highly regressive redistribution of wealth from energy consumers (including the over-one-third of Scottish households in fuel poverty) to large (often foreign-owned) energy companies with subsidiaries in tax havens, and rich landowners. Nor is the construction of industrial energy developments on wild land, peatlands or around settlements sustainable.

Para. 208: We believe that these targets are wholly arbitrary and liable to be counterproductive. 

Para. 209: We believe that energy conservation should be added at the top of this list.

Para. 210: We strongly disagree with this paragraph. It is simply inappropriate to support ‘all scales of development’ of any kind in development plans. This implies a downgrading of all other conditions in the SPP that may conflict with such developments.

Para. 216: The condition that “impacts on the environment and communities can be satisfactorily addressed” is too vague. It is unclear what ‘addressed’ means in this context and ‘satisfactorily’ is entirely subjective.

Para 218: We strongly disagree with the underlined condition that “spatial frameworks should not impose additional zones of protection around areas designated for their landscape or natural heritage value.” We contend that the opposite should in fact be the case, and that additional zones that prevent developments that would damage the landscape or natural heritage value of protected areas should be urgently established. Large wind farms are a clear case where development close to the boundary of, for example, areas designated for their landscape value, can undermine or destroy the very qualities for which the designation was made.
We suggest that most if not all of the Group 2 areas be transferred into Group 1 – certainly including World Heritage Sites, Natura 2000 and Ramsar Sites, Sites of Special Scientific Interest, National Nature Reserves, core areas of wild land and high quality unaltered peat. We also believe that the protections offered to Group 2 sites are fatally weakened by the use of the subjective terms ‘significant’ and ‘substantially’. We do not believe that Group 3 sites are suitable for wind farm developments, particularly in the case of regional and local designations. Siting windfarms on scenic routes and long distance waking routes will undermine the development of Scotland’s tourist industry. 

Q17 With reference to paragraphs 216 to 219, do you think the proposed approach to spatial frameworks achieves the right balance between supporting onshore wind development whilst protecting the natural environment and managing visual impacts on communities?

We strongly disagree with the implication that the role of planning policy is to support one form of development. The spatial framework should not be used to deliver the targets of one policy area, especially at the expense of others (the inappropriate ‘support’ for onshore wind developments will make it far less likely that Government targets to reduce fuel poverty, protect biodiversity or conserve peatlands, amongst others, will be achieved). The question of whether a ‘balance’ has been struck is therefore not valid; the policy is fundamentally imbalanced by its support for wind energy developments.

In any case, the proposed spatial frameworks do not do enough to protect the natural environment or manage visual impacts on communities. Modern wind turbines are huge industrial structures  -each taller than Scotland’s tallest building – and dominate any community or natural landscape that they are placed close to. In rural areas, even a small number of turbines can industrialise a landscape, and are even more harmful to the aesthetic value of wild or natural land. They further cause fragmentation of habitats, potentially disastrous levels of mortality in rare species of birds and bats, destroy peatlands on which they are built (releasing large quantities of CO2) and alter the ecology and hydrology of large areas. We believe that the SPP should severely limit their construction as a result.
Q18 Do you think the SPP could do even more than is drafted in paragraphs 222 to 224 to secure

community benefits from renewable energy developments while respecting the principles of

impartiality and transparency within the planning system?
We do not believe that Government should permit ‘community benefit’ payments at all. This ‘benefit’ is paid for by all energy consumers through higher energy bills (at a time when over one third of Scottish households are in fuel poverty), and paid arbitrarily to towns and villages who often suffer no consequences whatsoever of wind farm developments (and certainly none that could be mitigated by the relatively small amounts of money involved). In fact, such payments serve only to bribe communities to allow developments which they might otherwise object to. This redistribution of wealth is highly undemocratic and regressive.
Q23

We do not think that the support for onshore wind farm developments is appropriate, as it prioritises one set of targets over several other policy areas.

Q25

We think that specific conditions in the SPP should be more focused: for example, the use of subjective words such as ‘significant’ or ‘substantially’ makes several conditions effectively meaningless in practice.

Q26

The support for achieving renewable energy targets through onshore wind developments will have a disproportionate impact on Scotland’s poorest people, particularly in respect of fuel poverty.

